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To my parents, who always encouraged me to Reach for the Stars

To Dupi, who has the uncanny ability to see my dreams become reality before I can even imagine them

And…

To anyone who feels like their own dreams are impossible: the stuff that keeps tapping you on the shoulder won’t stop until you listen.





PREFACE

A Note to the Human Reading These Pages

Have you ever felt like you were going through it?

“Going through it” is a difficult feeling to describe in words. Urban Dictionary, ever the formal source, defines “going through it” as an experience that makes you soft and emotional. My definition is a bit more intricate (and a bit more realistic, if you ask me.) To me, “going through it” happens when everything around you seems to be falling apart. It’s those moments in time when you watch your life as you knew it slip through your fingers like tiny grains of sand. From the outside you may look normal, but inside it feels like tectonic plates are beginning to wake up from a long hibernation. Many of us start “going through it”—whether we realize it or not—once we step into the “real world.” We begin to see through all the B.S. we once believed, or maybe we just begin to see more clearly how distorted our vision was in the first place—and sometimes, all of that is too much to bear.

If you’ve ever gone through it (hey, maybe you are right now), you know that words, in any form, feel like a mirror to your soul. They make you jolt up with excitement and wonder. It doesn’t matter how you come across them. They could be in a book, or in a video, or heck, on a subway ad. But the moment that you feel seen, that your feelings are validated by some random stranger who felt the same exact way, you know that you’re not alone. And, being not alone matters. It matters even more than the words themselves. Because when you’re “going through it,” every single breath takes effort. It feels like one small shift could send you crumbling. It seems like you’re the only possible person in the whole entire world who could ever feel as crummy as you do right now.

So, when you realize that you’re not alone—that these weird, confusing feelings are part of the shared human experience—a weight (or a crumb) falls away. You begin to look up, and maybe even take a peek around. You realize that this period in time when you’re “going through it” is just that: a moment. And, that moment might teach you something.

Heck, it might teach others something. It might even shift the world for the better.

Oh boy, did I really go through it. A few years ago, when I entered The Club I Never Asked to Join—otherwise known as Adulthood—I was confused and sad and angry. It literally felt like my face was permanently scrawled into that What The F*ck-looking emoji (you know, the one with “&$!#%” coming out of its very red face.) Before I joined this club, I had a pretty run-of-the-mill life. One that most of you could probably relate to, because it was so . . . normal. Before that time, I had never really questioned my existential happiness. I mean, yeah, I had felt confused and sad and angry before—for big stuff, like when my grandma passed away before my dad could make it to see her in their tiny village in Greece, or little stuff, like when my high school soccer coach told me that I was probably better off running track instead (which, I most definitely was, though his observation still stung). But, it wasn’t until I woke up every single day and realized that this was it, this was the life I worked so hard for that I started “going through it.” And to me, it wasn’t an experience that made me simply feel soft and emotional.

As soon as I could bear to lift my head up and observe all my fellow humans in this weird club, I couldn’t believe my eyes. On one hand, it seemed like everyone else’s days were going so well. They got on the subway and picked out their groceries every Sunday and did all that adult stuff we’re required to without complaining, while I could barely keep one measly plant alive in my very small, very messy apartment. But, as I got closer and peeled back the layers a bit, I soon realized that this new reality was even worse than I thought. Because, for a while I thought that I was the one who was doing something wrong. I guessed that I just couldn’t figure out this whole adulthood thing and soon I’d just have to suck it up, button that suit jacket, and fit in. But instead, I came to learn that all these so-called “good” adults were simply just taking the easy way out. They were settling for good enough. They were running from work to their kid’s soccer games to scrambling to answer emails before bed, half-heartedly with one foot out the door. These people I once looked up to and wanted to be like were constantly in a process of negotiation instead of choice. And, even though I didn’t know much, I knew one thing for sure: if this was going to be the rest of my life, something had to change.

Being the Type-A, over-achiever I was trained to be, I knew I needed to figure this all out. So, I began to do my research. I devoured words in all forms. I seemed to inhale books, attend workshops, and talk to as many people as I could about living a life that mattered to me, instead of the white man in a suit upstairs. One that was a choice rather than a negotiation. A life that didn’t feel like I settled into the humdrum of Adulthood, only to wake up decades later and realize that it all passed me by. And in my most desperate moments, I made a promise to myself: if I ever figured “it” out, I would pay it forward. I would share my words and experiences with others who are “going through it” so they can begin to pick their heads up, too. So, they can see that they’re not alone by any means, even if it feels like it. But most importantly, if I ever got this whole Adulthood thing under my belt, I wanted to make sure that none of us would ever have to settle for a life that wasn’t our choice.

Yet the more I pulled back the layers—of both this weird world we were operating in and my own beliefs about them—I realized that I didn’t need to wait until my version of Adulthood was perfect. I saw that this whole growing up thing was messy and confusing at every step anyway, so I might as well share my process of understanding it. And, the more that I stopped trying to fit this mold that I clearly wasn’t meant to fit in, the less that I felt like I was going through it. Now, there are a lot of things that happened during that messy middle and trust me, the entire point of this book is to work through every single step of them. But for the moment, let’s fast forward a bit.

There came a point in my young adulthood journey when I moved through the darkness of “going through it” and began to see the sprinklings of light as I figured “it” out. I managed to find a job that I liked better (much better) than the last, a person who I loved a lot (like, a lot a lot —Dupi, my then-boyfriend whom you’ll hear about in this book—is now my literal dream fiancé), and a life that I was beginning to understand (let’s just say I didn’t need to buy new plants every week). It felt like this: you know the second that you finally get what it feels like to ride a bike without training wheels? Maybe your mom or dad lets go of you from behind for one second without you realizing, and as you’re in motion, your little legs peddling hard and your mind going crazy with fear, you somehow steady yourself without falling. You’re wobbly, yes, but you’re not on the ground. And, any time you’re not on the ground is a huge plus. Well, that’s how this period of my life felt. I was finally, kind of, almost getting it.

During this messy-but-manageable time in my life, I knew that the only way to make sense of my shifting world was to write about it. Writing has always been my form of release, of understanding, of connection. But back in 2016, writing publicly without being a journalist was quite nascent. Blogging wasn’t really a thing. Think about this: Medium, the publishing platform that now has sixty million active monthly users, was a tiny, underground writing site. Instagram was still a photo-collection app. And, the word “influencer” wasn’t in our everyday vernacular. So, it was kind of odd for me to spend nights and weekends hacking away at crafting stories about my deep life experiences that literally no one would see. But I had a small, magical, invisible pull to share. And so, I started On Adulting, a tiny blog with two loyal readers: myself and my mom. I’m not joking at all. For a good amount of time I would send my deepest, darkest thoughts about life and the weird parts about growing up into the depths of the Internet, unsure if any human ever saw them other than us two. But each day, I would get a call from my mom that she “really loved” my story about having a panic attack on the subway before work. You know, casual stuff.

Nevertheless, even though no one was seeing my words, those words kept flowing. Those words poured out of me with so much heart that I knew one day they would reach someone, somewhere and help them lift their head up, too. And well, a couple of thousand humans picked their heads up. Over three years, On Adulting became a notebook-turned-blog-turned-community that reaches tens of thousands of people around the globe every single day. I went from scribbling away in coffee shops, or stealing time to write at my desk—to turning this passion of mine into a job. A real job. A job that impacts thousands of humans a day through storytelling and mindset-shifting and connecting. My purpose is to make sure that we all know, especially when we’re “going through it” that we’re never, ever alone. And most importantly, that the point of life isn’t to collect as many trophies as possible while continuing to search for that ever-elusive feeling of “happiness” but instead, to feel fully alive, dammit. It’s to stop running on that work-gym-sleep hamster wheel, and shift our worlds, or more like The World for good.

And now, these words are reaching you. Words really have the power to change the world, don’t you think?

I can’t wait to share these words and stories and lessons with you for the rest of our time together. If you couldn’t tell already, this book isn’t one of your typical “self-help” types of reads. It’s a compilation of research, analysis, expert-approved tips, and even exercises that I’ve worked on with hundreds of Millennials in practice to change their lives (truly). It’s also a real, deep look into the messy, weird, confusing journey that I personally went through to go from a life that I dreaded being part of to a life that was completely and utterly my choice. A life that was joyful and meaningful and fulfilling at the same time. A life that bends the rules for good.

Before we dive into all of that good stuff, you should know that this book was written in large part during a completely different time in our world’s history. Even though that time was just a few months ago, it was one when our biggest worry was how fulfilled we felt in our jobs or if going out for another night of happy hour instead of meal-prepping in your tiny apartment kitchen meant that you were a bad person. (I’m being facetious, but you catch my drift.) Before 2020, we were living through a period of time in the world that was on a scale of hunter-gatherers to Uber Eats, pretty damn good. But, since then, a lot of us Millennials and otherwise have faced a reckoning: What’s the point of it all? Does my existential happiness really matter if I can’t pay rent? Or my parents die? Or my country continues to dwindle away? It seems like our world is on fire, and to say the least, we’re all “going through it.”

As I received my book from my editor, the very book I wrote to help inspire a generation (and a world) to live a life full of meaning and connection and choice, I wondered if these messages even mattered anymore. If the adulting struggles in the way we’ve talked about them for years, like which credit card to get or what city to live in, was relevant anymore. But, as I took some space to reflect, I realized that we need these messages more than ever. It’s about damn time that we all stopped pretending we were robots, and finally listened to that voice that’s been whispering in your ear for years. There’s no reason to play in the safe lane anymore. You can think of me, this book, these words as a conduit for whatever you’re going through right now—and whatever ideas you’ve been putting off for a “better” time. ’Cause, the only time is now.

So, as we “go through it” together for the duration of this book, remember this: wherever you are in this big Earth right now (maybe you’re reading in between sobs in the bathroom, or maybe you’re laying on your couch pretending email was never invented), these words found you for a reason. And, if you take anything away from them, know that no matter how confused or sad or angry we are on this journey toward Growing Up, no matter how much we feel like throwing our hands to the wind, we never, ever, ever need to settle for a life that’s good enough.

We have the power to choose.

—Katina
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INTRODUCTION

Adulting: Trust Me, 
It’s Scary + Confusing + Weird 
for Everyone

What do you want to be when you Grow Up?

You’ve probably heard this question hundreds if not thousands of times in your life. I’m not sure when it shifts from an exciting, mystical question with endless possibilities to one that’s anxiety-inducing and laced with judgment. One moment, you’re playing with Legos, shouting out unrealistic answers from the top of your make-believe castle: “Astronaut! Chef! President!” And the next, you’re trying not to hide your fear while muttering, “I’m not exactly sure, but I’m studying . . . ”

In my case, I grew up in a family of immigrants and small-business owners, so like any good, first-generation kid I knew the “right” answers to that million-dollar question from an early age. Even then, I realized how important this question was to Adults. From my vantage point, it seemed like your entire life began once you Grew Up—and everything boiled down to getting that answer correct. I quickly learned how to score points with any adult in the room: grow up and be something—Corporate lawyer. CEO of a pharmaceutical company. Definitely not a writer.

Even as I got a little older, I held this question close to my chest. I loved seeing the reactions of complete strangers when, at the age of eleven, I told them that I wanted to become an Emergency Room Doctor (inspired by Grey’s Anatomy, of course). Their responses were always the same: “Wow, you’ve got a smart one on your hands!” as they would wink at my parents. Or sometimes, they would get down to my eye level and make sure I understood the importance of my statement: “Get ready to make loads of money, little lady!”

Whenever these interactions would occur, I could feel my parents ooze with pride. I became so addicted to the feeling of earning praise, I continued to up the ante. I applied this high-achieving, validation-seeking mindset to everything I did, from the grades I earned in school (classic nerd move—I once broke down in tears when I got a ninety-freakin-two on a science test), to the clubs that I decided to join (academic team and lacrosse during the same season).

The scariest and simultaneously saddest part in all of this? I wasn’t alone. All of my peers seemed to have figured out the “right” answers, too. The safe answers. The answers adults wanted to hear.

But it wasn’t until years later when I finally turned those adult-approved answers into my own everyday reality that I realized it was all a trick. That everything I had been promised upon entering this fabled land—Adulthood—was a figment of my imagination. I thought that if I just followed the rules, if I just kept working really, really hard to score all the “right” answers I would happily glide into the rest of my life.

But, following that path had left me on the doorstep of Adulthood as confused and lonely as ever. Spoiler alert: I didn’t end up becoming that Emergency Room Doctor as I had imagined all those years ago. (Grey’s Anatomy did make it seem really fun, though if I’m being honest, they did not once mention what it took to pass Organic Chemistry.) But I did end up on another “right” career path. Months before college graduation, I accepted a seemingly “Very Important Job” according to all those adults at a large investment bank in New York City. By anyone else’s standards, this was a good choice. It was an Adult choice. It was a choice that would make everyone proud when I said it out loud.

I couldn’t put my finger on why, but for some reason as the months inched closer to my starting date I became more and more anxious. And, it wasn’t just because I was about to start the rest of my life. I went to New York University, so I understood what it meant to live among the hustle. No, this change was subtler. Without consciously realizing it, I was slowly becoming skeptical of the Adults in the room, and what their lives actually looked like instead of watching them with kid-like innocence.

There was one day in particular, a rainy, spring evening when it all became clear to me. I was only about two months away from becoming a real adult and the world seemed to be opening up in a way that looked different than before. As I meandered down the New York City streets, completely unaware of how lucky I was to simply stroll without a destination, the sky turned grey and a late spring thunderstorm took hold. I ran into the corner supermarket with a rush of people, most of whom looked like they just left work or a funeral. They were somber and rushed—a sea of dark suits huffing and puffing as they uncomfortably navigated around each other without looking up from their phones. Some of them huddled by the door, waiting for the rain to pass. Others used this time as efficiently as possible, grabbing items off the shelves with a fervor I couldn’t understand. I looked in my backpack and realized I had 25 cents (literally), the perfect amount for a slightly bruised banana, I thought. I broke off the best-looking one and made my way to the checkout line.

The lines grew longer as the rain pounded harder outside. I didn’t yet know what it felt like to be constantly absorbed in email monitoring, so I took the time to observe my fellow grocery shoppers as we inched closer to the checkout counter. Every single one of them looked stressed out. Strained. Like the weight of the world was on their shoulders. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. It didn’t matter if they were wearing a full suit or a sweatshirt with baby throw up on it—they appeared robotic. It was as if this moment was just one more breath, they had to take on their hundred-foot-long checklist, and there was no end in sight.

This realization almost made me want to vomit. I looked around in a state of near-panic, full well knowing that I was about to enter this strained, stressed-out world in a few short months. These people represented the Future Me, and it scared the shit out of me. I looked at myself and I looked at them, all of them, so different in their appearance but similar in their demeanor. I think I may have pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t living in some weird, zombie apocalypse.

When I was sure that this was real life, the very life I created for myself by doing all the “right” things, I made a promise to myself then and there on the supermarket line for one measly banana during Thursday evening rush hour: I would never become one of those people. I wouldn’t allow myself—or anyone else for that matter—to resign themselves to this type of life where a random Thursday afternoon felt enraging and tedious at the same time. I never wanted to lead a life that took the living out of your eyes and glued them to your phone.

But that promise was easy to make (and keep) before Adulthood began. It was much easier to look at the work-gym-sleep hamster wheel from the outside in, and exclaim you would never get stuck running in loops. That you would never become one of those people.

. . . Until you do.

Until you find yourself too weary to brush your teeth before bed, let alone keep your plants alive. Until it feels like you can no longer recognize what true excitement feels like, because you’re constantly pretending to cheer for Joe from Accounting’s tenth email. Until it feels like you’re so far away from the person you thought you would be you don’t even remember her. Until you realize you’re “going through it” for real.

It took me only a few weeks into my big-girl job to get to that place of complete desperation. I found myself rolling my eyes at supermarket clerks for taking one measly moment to laugh with a co-worker (who laughs anymore?), or running, more like sprinting, to the office printer to prepare my boss for what felt like daily “fire drill” meetings. I was so caught up on that hamster wheel that I didn’t even realize how quickly it had happened. One moment, I was meandering in the rain and searching for a quarter to buy a bruised banana, the next I was sprinting to the subway at five-thirty in the morning, chugging coffee to fuel my brain. It seemed like I couldn’t even remember that girl who questioned this life from the outside; she now seemed too naïve, too young, too far away from understanding what the Real World was like. But it only took one outwardly normal experience to look myself in the eye—honestly—and ask: is this the type of person you want to be . . . forever?

Fast forward a few months from the supermarket incident. It was early September, and we were still in the thickness of summer. Imagine the humidity that seemed to fill every empty pocket of air making the crowded, downtown New York City streets feel even more claustrophobic than they already are. As I charged out of my office at the end of a predictably dreary Wednesday, I couldn’t help but tug at the awkwardness of my new uniform. I wasn’t used to wearing anything other than sweatpants for long stretches of time yet, so this stuffy black suit still felt too big, too formal, too adult for me. Quickly though, my eyes darted from my own dark uniform to the sea of others, and I found myself lost in the hurriedness of New York’s post-work commuter mania.

I finally made it through the crowds of robots to my subway stop. When I took a breath, I seemed to be carrying the weight of the world (or more like my entire apartment) on my shoulders. My work bag, gym bag, and lunch bag collapsed onto the floor while I waited impatiently for a semi-empty train to pass.

And then, I saw it. A tiny corner seat caught my eye as the subway train blurred past. I needed that seat, my brain screamed. In that moment I felt as if there was no other person on that subway platform who had a more terrible, dreary, boring, normal day than I did. I was, in fact, sitting down for more than twelve hours a day, but it felt as if I had run a marathon. If I read one more email from Joe in Accounting I was going to cry—I was sure of it.

So, when the subway doors opened I fought tooth and nail to get that seat. And, win that sweet relief I did. I sat down in a huff—work bag, gym bag, and lunch bag falling in a heap around me—taking up as much space as I thought I deserved after a no good, very hard adult day at work. But, as soon as I closed my eyes to relax for just a moment I felt a nudge along my side. My eyes snapped open to find a woman, immersed in conversation with a friend, squeeze her bottom in a barely-there seat next to me.

I immediately felt her sweaty body squish against mine, and although I too had sweat dripping down my temples there was a different heat that began to rise in my chest. A heat I couldn’t control. A heat I had never fully experienced before. In this seemingly mundane moment, a wave of anger so deep washed over me that I was paralyzed with feeling. This anger rose through my body so quickly, so intensely that it caught me by surprise. While my mind was racing through all the reasons why it felt like this woman was wrong, I knew that there was a deeper reason for my anger. I wasn’t angry at this woman. I was angry and frustrated—and quite honestly shocked at myself. I couldn’t believe how quickly this whole adulthood thing turned me into a shell of a human, one that sprinted from Point A to Point F and got angry at anyone who stood in her way.

It was in that moment that I realized I was “going through it.” So, after weeks and months of suffering all alone I began talking to my family, co-workers, and random strangers about how weird and confusing adulthood was. I just couldn’t believe, or maybe accept, that no one else in the world felt that same anger as me. And, that no one else was angry at their anger, either. I was surprised, though, that simply sharing out loud how weird and confusing this journey was opened up space for me to begin to notice some beautiful moments, too. But, even when I slowed down enough to let that heat in my chest dissipate a bit, I would suddenly remember that I had no idea what the hell I was doing— and it felt like I would never figure “it” out.

I assume that’s why you found yourself here, reading this book on Adulting and growing up. You might feel alone and lost and like you’re “going through it” in some way, shape, or form. Maybe one day, a few months into this weird, confusing journey you realized that you were not happy. Maybe years later, the curtain fell down. Maybe decades in, you are finally waking up to the potential that your life can hold.

Listen—I feel you. I was/am/probably always will be with you. But, after that seemingly mundane little subway incident, I decided to do something different. I began to wake the heck up. I slowly became aware of The Rules. I started to convince myself to take one tiny step off The Path. I stopped trying to collect all the “right” answers. Instead, I looked inside and figured out what made me light up. I saw that I could do the stuff that made me happy and fulfilled while also paying bills. I worked hard to understand all the layers I had built up over the years that clouded my vision and made me feel like a different person that I was deep down inside. I scrubbed and analyzed and cleared out whatever I could so that I felt like I was actually living—not merely existing.

Most importantly, I realized that it’s also my job, my purpose on this big Earth, to show everyone out there that Adulthood doesn’t need to be a never-ending To-Do list. That you could step off the work-gym-sleep hamster wheel, stand still for a moment, and your bills (or loans, or whatever) will still get paid on time. And heck, bills and promotions and five-year-plans aren’t the only things we’re living for, anyway.

So, let’s dive into this weird, confusing, beautiful journey together. This book is going to be a mix of understanding, connecting, and reflecting. Like I told you, this isn’t your typical “self-help” book. We’re going to analyze everything from large-scale societal research to our own belief systems. We’re going to vent like we’re having a late-night wine session together and dream in our journal about our most perfect life without letting any barriers hold us down. We’re going to systematically work through all the rules we’ve been taught to follow and figure out how to break them. We’re going to figure out this whole Adulthood thing one simple step at a time.

We will start by laying all the rules on the table of this exclusive club we’re all inducted into without a choice the moment that we enter our twenties. Then, we’ll decipher advice from experts and scientists about how we became the little rule-following humans we are today both from a neuroscience and societal perspective. We’ll enter Dream Land and answer those big life questions together (What am I doing with my life? What am I even passionate about? How do I actually do “adult” stuff like paying loans and making new friends and moving to new cities without drowning in self-doubt?). Finally, we’ll make sure that this whole new mindset you’re about to apply to your life is sustainable, and that it’s something that you can continue to grow into well after you put this book down.

Sound like a plan?

Well then, take a deep breath and let’s get started. I can’t wait to begin this weird, confusing, beautiful journey—together.





Part One:
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Welcome to The Club


Growing up is losing some illusions in order to acquire others.

—Virginia Woolf




What you are seeing and hearing right now is nothing but a dream.

—Don Miguel Ruiz







ONE

Things Are Not Always What They Seem

Remember when we were kids, and the summer carnival would come to town?

I grew up in a middle-class enclave of Long Island in the 1990s, one that felt squarely suburban. It was a place where all my friends’ parents, except my own, were born within a ten-mile radius of our beachside neighborhood. You know, it was the type of American town where everyone knew everyone, and a time when AOL dial-up still consumed our phone lines. So, summer carnivals were kind of a big deal.

I remember those days fondly and, oddly, clearer than you may expect. The afternoons leading up to summer were muggy and humid to the point where you couldn’t tell if the stickiness on your hands was from Fruit Rollup residue or sheer sweat. And, the carnival pulled into town on the precipice of those long, summer days. They set up shop in our train station’s parking lot during the same weekend in early June each year, almost as a celebration for the season we were about to enter: one filled with Kool-Aid for lunch and afternoons spent running through the Crazy Daisy sprinkler then chasing down the ice-cream truck, barefoot, for a Cherry Screwball (you know, the one with the gumball at the bottom?). You remember them, the days when our biggest worry was if our Tamagotchi pooped while we were riding our Razor scooter around town.

Each year, I went to the summer carnival with a crew. My Manhunt sidekicks and fellow firefly catchers would make our way to the dressed-up parking lot by foot, what felt like miles ahead of our parents lagging behind with strollers (and maybe a Corona disguised in an unassuming red cup). But, while the other kids would line up for extra chances to win a goldfish or a candied apple, I would often escape the crowds finding myself in the Fun House with a handful of my less adventurous friends. We would walk around in there for what felt like hours, stealing glimpses of our odd figures in the distorted mirrors in front of us. It was almost as engrossing as a late-night Nintendo session—I couldn’t peel my eyes away. I tried to act cool and normal, but inside I was freaking the heck out. If I would stop to stare back at my weirdly-long chin or bulging eyes for a moment too long, a shrill of nervous laughter would escape me. It felt like if I kept looking at this bizarre version of myself, I’d get stuck that way forever.

But, you know what the worst part of it all was? I felt like I had to play it cool. Even thought I was scared shitless, I pretended that everything was normal. And, I was oddly obsessed with the sheer uncertainty of it all.

If you don’t remember the good ol’ carnival days (maybe the Tilt-N-Hurl will ring a bell?) just think about how addicting it is to scroll through the warped, Instagram-filtered versions of your face. You know deep down you’re the same person, but damn, staring straight back at yourself-as-your-dad can get creepy. Well, adulthood is kind of like you’re stuck looking at yourself in a never-ending Fun House mirror—unsure of who you are at every twist and turn; worried that a monster (or long-lost childhood friend you haven’t spoken to in years but keep up with on Facebook) might pop out of nowhere to throw you off your game.

On the outside, though, you act like everything is going swimmingly. Since it all seems oddly familiar, it feels weird to acknowledge the scariness. It’s almost like you’re walking around your kid bedroom in the dark: you think you know where everything is until you stub your toe on a forgotten T-Ball trophy and stifle an “Oh shit!” scream so your parents don’t hear you curse. Unlike Fun Houses or Instagram filters though, the trick mirrors in Adulthood seem to literally appear out of nowhere. That’s the craziest part. Because, it’s not like entering Adulthood was a surprise to any of us. When you think about it, we’ve been preparing to get into this club for our entire lives. Everything we’ve done— from how we spent our free time as kids to the friends we made (and quite honestly, kept) were all for this. Every weekend-long dance recital to add to our résumé. Every TV show not watched in favor of SAT preparation. Every time your parents banned AIM chats because of a “bad” grade. Didn’t they tell us the equation for success in adulthood was simple? Work hard in school, go to college, enter adulthood. From there, you’re sure to have it made.

Just like at the carnival, from the outside looking in you can’t tell that the mirrors are warped until you stare straight into them. Adulthood seems like a dream in our perfectly-curated world. Before you get here, it’s portrayed as this place where you have the freedom to do what you want (summer excursions to unnamed European islands? I’ll take it!), money to pay for stuff you care about (let’s just say first dates are no longer at the town park), and access to cool stuff you weren’t allowed to do before (enter trendy cocktail bars without a care in the world! pay for a rental car without $300 in extra charges!).

But, it’s tricky. When you arrive in this fabled land where five dollars can now supposedly get you one fancy Matcha latte instead of dinner for an entire week, there’s an immense pressure to get “it” right almost immediately. To have it all figured out from the moment you step off that graduation stage and into this exclusive club you never even asked to join. You’re expected to handle your life like everything is perfect, even though you can’t stop staring at your deformed face in the mirror. And, if your experience was anything like mine, you may have felt personally victimized by Adulthood from the moment you got here. You realize, almost immediately, that this dreamworld that adults brag about is a façade for stuff like bill-paying and HR deadlines and healthcare enrollment. It’s like you were somehow dropped into an alternate universe with no instruction manual and a lifetime subscription to Bravo shows as the soundtrack to your now very boring life. This wasn’t close to the Carrie Bradshaw-inspired daydreams you’d been cooking up instead of paying attention during your senior year accounting class.

The worst part of it all is that everyone acts like this whole schtick is normal, even though they can see the trick mirrors, too. And for some reason, you’re supposed to just accept it. That even though you worked so hard to get here, a place where you are supposed to be happy, nothing is as it seems. You’re suddenly living in a world where your life is defined by how you spend your two-week vacation (if you’re lucky) and the name of the gym you pay to barely make an appearance at each month. And then, right before your eyes, one year has passed (then five! then ten!) and you still feel exactly the same. But, here’s the trick: now you’re the one that everyone looks to as the adult in the room, even though you couldn’t feel more alone and scared and confused inside.

Adulthood has a lot of baggage. Unsuspecting, not-talked-about, secret baggage. It’s like your life turned into a never-ending maze around the Fun House: everything looks weird and confusing, but oddly normal, too. So, we’re going to break the first rule of this exclusive club and actually talk about all this stuff everyone tries to brush under the rug. Because, before we can fix any of it, we have to understand what we’re fixing. We have to understand why these trick mirrors appeared in the first place. We have to all get on the same page, so at the very least, we’re not confused about what we need to make better.

As we dive into this book, trust me, we’re going to come up with a lot of solutions. We’re going to do a lot of reflecting and thinking and planning to create the life that you badly want to live right now. But for the moment, let’s think about this chapter as a glorified vent session. We’re going to air it all out—feel all our feelings—and shine light on all the Fun House mirrors that appear once we enter Adulthood. All the confusing parts that no one likes to talk about. The stuff that never comes up at the water cooler or at happy hour with friends. Because, the first step toward healing anything—toward crafting this life that you so desperately want, instead of one you want to escape from—is being honest.
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