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To the One who creates something out of nothing.


I dedicate these words and everything that I am to You.










INTRODUCTION


It was a cold Sunday morning in January, barely thirty degrees outside of our church. Snow was expected to hit the Washington, DC, area soon, and although none was falling yet, the air outside was bitter. I was inside, standing in the front of the sanctuary singing with the worship team, like I did every Sunday. At sixteen years old, I was the only teenager in the adult group. And no, it wasn’t just because my father was the pastor. It was because this church, this ministry, this gift of music and worship and service was my life. From the time that my parents founded our church in our home when I was nine months old, there was no place that felt more like home to me. On this day, thanks to my thick tights and enough rocking, clapping, and arm-waving to rival a low-impact aerobics class, I had worked up a light sweat. I loved singing in church. I’d have rather been right there, holding a microphone and singing songs to God with the people I loved, than anywhere else in the world. I felt free. I felt alive.


If you’ve never experienced worship in a black church, the only way I can possibly describe what it feels like is to call it a high. It takes you away from where you are and floats you somewhere in the clouds. Suddenly you are before the Throne of God. Or in the Holy of Holies. Or on holy ground. Or whatever euphemism you choose to describe the overwhelming presence of the Divine. You are miles away from your worldly troubles and concerns, pouring out everything that is inside of you. And somehow you feel as if the most intimate parts of yourself are being received as the most precious gift.


I’m explaining all of this because on that day, the worship was pretty intense. The Spirit was “having his way,” which is what we say whenever we disregard the schedule and just go with the flow. And me? I was “higher” than usual. We all were. And so was Daddy. He had walked up in front of the pulpit, singing along with us. He was wearing his forest-green suit, standing six-foot-three, a small glittering gold cross around his neck. Without any effort, he and I suddenly found ourselves engaged in a musical call-and-response, back-and-forth. I wish I could remember what we were singing. All I know is that I was following his lead—he would sing something and I would repeat—and that it sounded beautiful.


As the shouts and tears quieted down and the music slowed, we went back to our seats and Daddy began to preach. He instructed us to open to Matthew Chapter 9 and began to read the story of the new wine. In it, Jesus compares the new life that the gospel offers everyone to new wine. Daddy started to expound on the opportunity of an abundant, new life being available to all who seek it. He was on fire that morning, walking back and forth, out from behind the pulpit, close to us in the congregation. As the church was erupting with amens and claps, he walked back behind the pulpit and paused like he did when he was about to say something good. “New life!” he said, as we hung on to his every word. “New li—”


Before he could finish saying it a second time, he slumped. He leaned and grabbed the side of the pulpit to catch himself, but within seconds, he fell to the ground. When I see the scene in my mind, this is when the ground shakes. I feel a physical tremble, like what you imagine would happen if the tallest, oldest, widest tree in the forest suddenly tipped over, the thud shaking the firmament for miles around. I am certain that didn’t happen, but I also wonder: How could anything in the world not have felt the impact of this, an actual earthquake?


The moments after are a blur. Daddy on the ground. Me running, almost reflexively, to the bathroom and slamming the door, trying to shut out the scary scene taking place around me. Yells to call 911. Me doubled over the sink, dry heaving, crying, “It’s not okay. It’s not okay. Please let it be okay.” Then the stretcher rushing past me, my mother running beside it. Me in the front seat of my aunt’s car as she drove me and my nine-year-old, cherub-faced sister home to wait for news.


Hours later, I remember opening the front door when I saw my mother and my father’s best friend, his co-pastor, pull into the driveway. Her face shattered when she saw me, like a piece of glass hit with a bullet. I don’t remember her saying the words “Daddy died.” But I do remember running.


When we all went back to the hospital that evening to do whatever it is that people do when their people die, they told me that I could go into a room to be with him for a moment. I walked in to where he was lying and held his hand, now cool, his gold wedding band cutting tightly into his finger. I placed my head on his chest, and cried and cried. I cried to try to stop the ache inside of me, but it only got stronger. Silent tears fell, my throat and eyes burning. I said, “I love you, Daddy” over and over again, until the words lost meaning and I wasn’t sure if I was actually still saying them or not.


I knew that others were waiting to come into the room and have their moment, so I gathered myself, kissed him on the cheek, and for no particular reason other than that the refrain was fresh in my head and I had no other words, I whispered, “New life.”


And that was that. Those were the last words my daddy said. And they were the last words I said to him. New life.


Those words and that story would guide much of the next decade of my life. Life A.D. After Daddy. My faith, my personality, even my politics, were all grounded in a belief that new life was possible. That a better life should be accessible to anyone. That rebirth, re-creation, a hard reset was our birthright. I felt a pull toward anything that could create a new reality for me, for the people I loved, and for people who needed and deserved more. I have tried with all of my might to bend those words to breaking—to mean more than the makeovers presented on reality television or the come-ups that we see on Instagram. I believe that it is something more. “New life” is why, after college, I chose a career that focused on helping people transform their communities and the country through activism and advocacy. I believe that everyone deserves to have a life free from the shackles of oppression and the systems of injustice and inequality that have held them captive.


And I guess in some ways, that story and its meaning are what led to this book. The words were ringing in my ears as I walked away, at twenty-seven, from an outwardly successful but secretly unhappy life on a professional hamster wheel. I didn’t know what I was walking toward, nor was I fully clear on how I’d ended up in the life I was walking away from, but I was determined to discover what was holding me back from the life I craved—one free from anxiety and fear, from comparison and discontent, from instability and insecurity, from endless longing and lack, from confusion and disappointment.


Now, having gone on that journey and essentially succeeded, I am committed to spreading this gospel, this good news: Life can be better than this. You do not have to be held captive to the current reality you are living, the one created by old stories, myths, and systems designed to suffocate you and make you conform.


You do not have to live a life breathlessly chasing success, fighting the demons of self-doubt, and engaged in constant warfare with your circumstances. No matter your financial background, age, gender, or race; no matter how much you have screwed up in the past, or how confused you are, or how much you feel like a fraud. It doesn’t matter that you have absolutely no idea what in the world you are doing, or how much Instagram and Facebook make you feel like you should. Even if the day’s news makes you feel like the whole world is spiraling out of control, you can have a new life, better than the one that all the statistics promised you.


But change involves much more than a motivational mantra.


Hear me out, let it sink in: You really can have peace, clarity of purpose, direction, and success in this hectic, broken world. And you can have a hand in fixing that hectic, broken world at the same time.


You may be thinking: Sure. Sí se puede. But how?


Well, unbeknownst to me, when I first embarked on this journey, the answer to that very question was hidden in the second half of my father’s sermon, the part he never got to preach. The scripture in Matthew 9:17 talks about how the only way to carry and hold on to that new wine (or new life), is to discard the old wineskins, the stretched leather bottles that held the old wine. If you try to pour the new wine in the old weathered skins, they will burst and break. We must pour it into something entirely new. In other words, we can’t change our current lives and realities—our hopes, dreams, finances, or even our communities—without first changing the framework, the container, that holds them.


That container is made of stories. The stretched, weathered, and worn stories that we have been taught, that we have consumed, that have built our worlds, shaped everything around us, carried us from birth to now. Those stories shaped what we believed was possible.


To continuously pour our vision for a new life and new world into a space already shaped and stretched by the beliefs and untrue stories of the broken world that fueled your discontent in the first place is a waste of time. And in order to build a new life and a new world, one that lasts beyond the short-term encouragement of an inspirational quote or the short-lived excitement of a new job, we must recognize and change the stories that we believe. Everyone who has come and gone before us—those who lived a life constrained and unfulfilled and those who were brave enough to break out—would want us to know the truth. And this is what I am sharing with you now. In some ways, I am, as the poet Rupi Kaur says, “the product of my ancestors getting together and deciding these stories need to be told.” And these new stories that we create together must be built not on fantasies and myths, but on truth. Each and every one of us deserves it.


The story of my awakening led to the book you are holding in your hands today. Maybe you are feeling—or have felt before—the same way that I felt when I decided that I wanted a new life.


Every day I talk to overwhelmed and unfulfilled people like you—many in their twenties and thirties—who have that nagging feeling in the pit of their stomach. Fighting to be optimistic and hopeful and yet terrified that nothing around them—not data, not the news, not the lives of the people they hold dear—justifies their hope that they can have a successful life of radical happiness, purpose, and impact.


I do not purport to have all of the answers. But here is what I do believe: The freedom—personal and collective—that we are so desperately seeking can only appear and be sustained if we are willing to create new stories to hold us. Here’s mine.










PART I










CHAPTER 1 THE MIC DROP



I pounded away at the keys like a bass drum, as if I was telling off the laptop itself and not just the man on the receiving end of the note I was crafting.




Dear [name redacted],


Today is my last day. It has been a pleasure working with you. I wish you the best.


Erica





Send.


And that was it. Just like that I quit my job. No warning, no notice. One angry email and suddenly I was free. (And unemployed.)


I logged out of my work email for the last time, shut my laptop, and calmly walked down the soft carpeted stairs in our new loft apartment, heart pumping, feeling exhilarated, light-headed, and somewhat bewildered at the same time.


“I quit!” I said, to no one in particular, although my husband of two weeks and BFF since I was seventeen years old (hereafter known as Lifetime Bae or LB), was sitting right there.


The words sounded to my ears as if they were coming out of someone else’s mouth.


“Wait, what?” he said, looking at me as if I must have been joking. He knew that I had spent the last thirty minutes fuming about how an incompetent colleague had somehow messed up my paycheck, and that I was in the throes of trying to sort it out before returning to work on what was supposed to be my first day back after our honeymoon. He knew that I was sick of this job, that I hated my boss, that it was demoralizing to have to argue about getting paid after having also been told via email that, in my absence, my role had been changed and that upon my return I would be doing something that I was entirely overqualified for. He knew that for months I had been questioning my entire career trajectory, wondering what was next and feeling bothered by the minimal amount of impact I was having in a profession that was supposedly all about changing the world. He knew all of that because I spent every waking moment telling him. But quitting? That was not in the plans.


I could tell this story now in a way that makes you think that I am a fierce, fearless queen for dropping the mic and exiting stage left. But the truth is that my mic drop didn’t feel fierce and powerful. It felt more like I can’t hold this anymore, I can’t hold this anymore, I CAN’T HOLD THIS ANYMO— Oh my God, the mic is on the floor.


The entire experience was like finally killing a fly that has been buzzing around your head and terrorizing you all day, but then realizing that in the process of swatting you have knocked over everything on your desk and are now surrounded by a mess of papers, a broken picture frame, and a spilled cup of coffee dripping down your keyboard. In other words, I really hadn’t meant to swing that hard.


“I quit,” I calmly repeated. Except this time, I said the words so slowly that I began to question whether or not I was having a stroke. “I quit my job.”


What had I just done?


Sure, that job had been demoralizing for a whole host of reasons—not the least of which was a dishonest, manipulative boss who lacked integrity and the fact that I was paraded around to donors as their prized black girl (the only one in an organization whose mission was to fight for equal rights for minorities). But the truth is that for a nonprofit, it actually paid pretty well. Certainly more than I’d made at any other nonprofit job previously. And if that alone wasn’t a reason to stay, I had just gotten married. We had just moved into a new apartment and splurged on new “we’re real grown-ups now” furniture that was being delivered in a few days. There were bills to pay, things to do, and a life to build.


Almost immediately the following thoughts ran through my head:




	I am not a job quitter.



	You don’t quit jobs.



	Girl, what? You just quit your job?



	Over email? Who raised you?



	We don’t just quit.



	No, no, no, sis.



	You have watched Jerry Maguire one too many times, but you are not Tom Cruise.



	You are a young black woman with a nonprofit salary and student loans.



	Correction: You were a young black woman with a nonprofit salary and student loans.



	Now you just have loans.



	Chile.



	Chile, chile, chile.






In case it isn’t clear, I was not the type of person to quit a job with no plan, no next move, no salary and benefits waiting on the other side. I was not a person with the Suze Orman–recommended six months of savings in the bank or a Rolodex of wealthy relatives or friends of the family who could bankroll a “sabbatical.” (If you’re anything like me, you’ve read a dozen stories where the character swears up and down that they are not the type of person to do something crazy like quit a job with no Plan B—and then a mere two pages later you read some casually mentioned detail like a rich husband, a trust fund, cashed-out stock options, a lawsuit settlement, or a lottery ticket that makes them exactly the type of person you and I would think does something like quit a job with no Plan B. I assure you, that will not happen here.)


So why had I done it? Were things really that bad? What did I really have to complain about?


I had a career that, on paper, anyone would have been proud of. It had many of the marks of Meaningful Millennial Success. At twenty-seven, I was on a bunch of “30 under 30” lists as a rising political star, a policy advocate, and a commentator on CNN, HBO, and MTV. I had been written about by the Washington Post and Politico, published in the Harvard Business Review and Time magazine, and had won countless awards for the work I’d done to engage young people in social change. I was an Aspen Institute Ideas Fellow. A World Economic Forum Global Shaper. An NAACP One to Watch. I’d even been to Davos (must be pronounced Daaaah-vos with a deep, breathy “Daaaah”). When Swizz Beatz asks, “Oh you fancy huh?” my bio would indicate that he was talking directly to me. And I was grateful.


But we all know that a bio is essentially nothing more than a polished highlight reel. It doesn’t ever tell the full story. And mine, behind the scenes, looked very different from the one the Essence magazine profile about me would have you believe. The truth is I was miserable.


I was cash-poor, chronically underpaid, routinely reprimanded for speaking or writing messages of empowerment and truth outside of the confines of my organization, and regularly exposed to harassment, sexism, and racism, all while working hard to convince others to join me in the fight to change the world. Despite outwardly professing a belief that I could do anything and an intellectual understanding that I was a part of one of the most privileged, technologically advanced generations in history, deep down inside I was crippled by the gap between what I heard/thought/understood was expected of me and what I actually felt capable of doing. And, what exactly was expected of me by my elders, colleagues, society, and even my peers was, frankly, quite confusing.


These are just a few of the shoulds that floated through my mind on any given day:




	Work your way up the ladder; be committed and patient.



	But also be an innovative entrepreneur that seizes every opportunity to build something new.



	Don’t care about money because you’re a selfless change agent.



	But also somehow make enough money to pay off your student loans, take care of your parents in their old age, and purchase a beautiful house.



	Be cerebral, intellectual, and professional so that you can be taken seriously.



	But also be wildly creative, free-spirited, and youthful so that you bring the millennial edge that everyone wants from you.



	Be balanced, spiritually grounded, and whole.



	But also don’t talk about any religion or spiritual practice. (Unless it’s yoga. Yoga is cool. God is not.)



	Don’t be vain or selfie-obsessed.



	But still post enough selfies a day to look confident and grow your social media following so that you can have lots of followers and bring attention to the things that matter more than the selfies.



	Be present and always in the moment.



	But also be online all the time, ever reachable, and in touch with what is happening everywhere else.



	Be proud of your identity. Talk about it, represent it well. Black girl magic FTW.



	But also don’t identify with labels or talk too much about your race or gender, so as not to alienate others.



	Your biological clock is ticking, so start a family.



	But not now because you should probably have a house first, right?



	But don’t buy a house because the market is shot and it’s no longer a good investment.



	So now that you have a man, go ahead and have a baby. But not before you establish your career.



	Know your place and follow the rules. Respect your elders.



	But don’t forget to break all the rules and be “iconic.”



	Say you want to change the world.



	But don’t get too specific about how or what that actually means because no one wants to hear about your politics all the time.



	And whatever you do, get money.



	But don’t think about, desire or talk about it. Just get it. (And then say it isn’t important.)






The truth is, I wasn’t just tired of my job. I was tired of it all.


I spent the rest of the day, after my abrupt finale email, dipping in and out of sleep, trying to breathe, and hoping that I would wake up and the day would start over. Here I was, taking the first step to find my purpose, live my truth, and win at making the world better on my terms, come hell or high water. And that step was to jump off the merry-go-round, even while it was still spinning.


Patron Saint Oprah says that sometimes, after God has whispered something quietly in your ear enough times and you still haven’t responded, He will hit you upside the head to get your attention. And I was now paying attention.


But long before I quit my job, my soul knew that this path I was on—as standard as it may have appeared—was not going to lead me to the life that I deserved. And it didn’t feel like it was truly going to change the world either, which is what I wanted to do most of all. So if quitting my job was the push that I needed to walk away from it all and figure out where I’d gone wrong—and how to get right—so be it.


The day I made the choice to walk away from my job, I was actually choosing to walk away from my life—the identity, expectations, and path that had felt both familiar and unsustainable. I wanted more, I wanted better. Better than all of this. But admitting that was terrifying. I felt ungrateful. And worse, I felt as if in quitting, I was admitting that I somehow couldn’t handle living the kind of life that everyone else seemed to be managing just fine.


That night, I walked into the bathroom, looked in the mirror, and asked the woman staring back at me, “What is wrong with you?” I said it over and over again, until the tears fell like rain. I wasn’t just asking, “What is wrong with you that you would abruptly quit a good-paying, stable, relatively easy job with no plan?” I was really asking, “What is wrong with you, that you are not content? That you have no direction? That you are unsatisfied, unfulfilled, and unsure? That despite how it may look on the outside, you are wholly unable to master this life that you have cobbled together. What, really, is wrong with you?”


That question remained on a constant loop in my head for weeks. I heard it every time I lied and told someone that I’d quit my job to start a consulting firm. I heard it every time I pretended to know exactly what I was doing and that I had a plan. Every time that people told me how proud they were that I had “walked away from the rat race” and how jealous they were that I was “my own boss,” I heard the question. I heard it every one of the ten times a day I updated my website, writing and rewriting my bio to sound more confident about my past and future than I really was. Not a day went by that I didn’t follow up “the question” with another: “Are you a fraud?” “Are you weak?” “Are you lazy?” “Are you entitled?” “Are you delusional?”


But I wasn’t a fraud or weak or lazy or entitled or delusional. And you aren’t either.


THE CROOKED ROOM THEORY


One day, I was flipping through unread books on my bookshelf, looking for a read that would take my mind off my existential crisis.


I decided to pick up Sister Citizen by Melissa Harris-Perry, a book about the political identity of black women in America. I hoped that I would drift off into the reliably nerdy and unemotional world of political theory and, for just a moment, forget about my personal sorrow. Instead, to my surprise, I found staring back at me, hidden in the pages of this sociopolitical critique, the explanation for my current crippling self-doubt and perpetual quandary.


In the book, Harris-Perry describes a sociological concept called the Crooked Room Theory. It’s an idea based on a post–World War II psychology study about field dependence: how people locate the upright position within a defined space. In one part of the study, subjects were seated in a crooked chair in a crooked room, and then asked to align themselves perpendicularly with the ceiling (aka straight). As you can imagine, it wasn’t an easy task. Most perceived themselves as straight only in relation to their surroundings. They could actually be tilted by as much as thirty-five degrees but still report that they felt perfectly straight, simply because they were aligned with images and objects around them that were equally tilted. Some managed to get themselves more or less upright regardless of how crooked the surrounding images were, a feat not only difficult but, I would imagine, pretty disorienting. Imagine believing, knowing that you are straight, and seeing everything around you—the floor, the seating, the walls, the paintings—all crooked? Harris-Perry explains, “It can be so hard to stand up straight and orient yourself when your surroundings are tilted by your own perceptions and those of others.”


As I read that sentence, my eyes welled up with tears (yes, I was crying a lot in those days), and I highlighted her words so hard that the yellow bled through the pages beneath it.


This theory perfectly explained my current situation.


I had spent years trying to find and be myself—my vibrant, inspired, ambitious, values-driven self—in a professional space where no one looked like me or saw the world the way I did; where the expectations of how I should think, move, and grow were ever-present but unnatural. I had tried and tried—job after job, project after project—to contort myself and find happiness in doing what I was supposed to do, what I saw other people doing… to be like what I saw hanging on the walls around me. And it simply hadn’t worked.


For years, I’d leaned and bent to conform to the volatile, conflicting, and ever-evolving expectations of the world around me.


So when I quit my job and walked away, I was finally trying to stand up straight. And sure enough, I felt crazy.


But I wasn’t crazy. And this was not my fault. The room—my entire world—was crooked. Every image that I saw, every story that I had been told, every dream that I had dreamt, was shaped by values that caused me to contort and twist and look sideways at the world.


Right there, in my living room, I resolved never to ask what was wrong with me again. And I want you, right now, to do the same.





As I look around, it seems like many of us today—especially those of us in our twenties and thirties—are trying to stand up straight and find our bearings while everything around us feels and is somehow off. And the way I look at it, when you’re standing in a crooked room, you have two options: You either stand up straight and feel crazy, or you bend.


We’ve been doing one or both for most of our lives.


I don’t know your specific story. You may have had a successful career thus far, or it may have been a string of disappointments and false starts. You may have graduated from a top-tier school, or you may still be plugging away, part-time, through community college while working a nine-to-five. You may come from a “perfect” family, or you may have a family so dysfunctional that it makes Honey Boo Boo’s parents look like the Obamas. The truth is, your story could differ from mine in any number of ways. But I wouldn’t waste my time sharing it if I wasn’t willing to bet that you have, at some point, felt exactly as I felt the day I up and quit.


Odds are good that somewhere deep down inside, you’ve felt the same mix of frustration, confusion, aimlessness, self-doubt, righteous anger, shame, and anxiety at how different the world is from your expectations, and how your own life is panning out in it.


How do I know this? Because the statistics say so. No generation has been more studied, analyzed, and opined about than ours. The resulting data paints a striking portrait of our collective discontent. Economic insecurity, global instability, rapid technological advancement, and the breakdown of critical social institutions like public education, government, and religion have created the perfect cocktail for generational crisis. (Those factors also point to the inevitable decline of empire and the grave state of the American Experiment, but I digress. I’ll leave my politics out of it… for now.)


Despite us achieving higher rates of an increasingly higher-cost education in an unforgiving job market that now demands more of it, the value and quality of the education itself has declined dramatically in the past fifty years. And none of it has translated into increased employment prospects.


Many people in their twenties and thirties today are chronically unemployed and underemployed: 44 percent of recent college graduates who are working are working in low-wage jobs that do not even require a college degree. Want to know why so many of us have made-up job titles that our parents scoff at? Because a lack of upward professional mobility has forced us to be creative and design positions, work, and titles that have never existed before.


Stagnant wages and the exorbitant cost of college mean that those who have entered the workforce are drowning in student debt, spending most of our paychecks on sky-high rents, replacing the homeownership debt many of our parents had at our age with credit card debt, and with nothing but small purchases to show for it.


A whopping 51 percent of eighteen to twenty-nine-year-olds surveyed by the Harvard Institute of Politics were more fearful than hopeful about the future. I would imagine that at least some of the other 49 percent were hopeful in that “I am choosing to ignore the signs and stay positive” kind of way. (And note that the poll was taken pre-election 2016. I would assume that the near daily reminders of Armageddon brought to you by the Trump White House have changed the hopeful to hopeless ratio just a bit.)


And yet poll after poll also says that despite our economic and social realities, millennials are an optimistic bunch. It’s like we’re gritting our teeth in fear and yet forcing ourselves to smile anyway. Which is quite wonderful. To a point. But that determined optimism in the face of daunting circumstances also goes hand in hand with high rates of anxiety, depression, suicide, and stress-related health problems.


These concerns go far beyond the traditional emotional markers of entering into adulthood. Authors Alexandra Robbins and Abby Wilner coined the term “quarterlife crisis” for the rite-of-passage, coming-of-age, stage-of-life drama that surrounds the transition into independence. Questions like “What if I’m afraid to grow up?” or “Could I be managing my money better?” are pretty standard for anyone, in any generation, when entering a new phase of responsibility.


But answering basic, coming-of-age life questions like those becomes far more complicated in our world today: We live in a society without safety nets, within a dystopian political climate in which every social issue—from institutional racism and police brutality, to corporate greed and crashing markets, to campus sexual assault and reproductive rights, to global terrorism, Islamophobia, and hate crimes—is fighting for front-page attention. In a landscape where societal norms and expectations are redefined at a faster-than-lightning pace and then shoved in front of us on our phones all day long, figuring out who you are, where you want to be, and how you want to navigate life is harder than it’s ever been.


Technology hasn’t helped, either. What many thought was going to be the silver bullet to provide everything that our generation would need to thrive and compete in the new world has also brought with it a host of challenges that make perception, progress, and identifying reality harder than they have ever been. While technology has allowed us to meet people and see things we would never otherwise have seen, it also makes us assume that everything is easy, or right within reach. In that way, the internet acts as kind of a side-view mirror, except objects in mirror may be farther, not closer, than they appear. We may have far more to look at and be inspired by than ever before (including the airbrushed lives of our peers), but the false sense of authenticity makes us believe that all of the opportunity that we see is at our fingertips, when in reality, thanks to the lack of supporting infrastructure in the off-line world, much of it is far beyond a normal arm’s reach.


The headlines and magazine covers lay out a grave and dire assessment of our generation. And yet those same headlines are usually followed by an “inspirational” piece about a beautiful, successful millennial who seems to have it all. Somehow he or she is making it work and thriving in the midst of this chaos. And they are making it look so… easy. When we see those glittering success stories, packaged perfectly in a 250-word magazine profile or a 50-word Instagram post, the fear of inadequacy within us rears its ugly head and brings on the self-loathing: We believe that despite the data, us not achieving exactly what we want to achieve is evidence of our own personal failings. He did it! She did it! Why can’t we? We stare facts in the face—facts that should be a clear sign that maybe something is wrong with the room itself—and choose to believe that we are uniquely unqualified to live an epic life and change the world.


When I worked at Upworthy, a digital media company on a mission to spread stories about issues that matter and make them just as viral as cat videos and cooking demos, we had one motto: Stories stick. Facts fade. In other words, people don’t remember facts. They remember the stories. In this context, it means that the facts that give justification for some if not all of our frustration fade in the face of stories about a small minority of über-successful millenials.


In the years since I made my choice to walk away, I have talked to countless people in their twenties and thirties who, like me, had at one point or another felt a quickening in their body, a longing and an urge to break free. From a job, from a relationship, from a career, from an overall way of being that seemed futile and… less than. Their stories aren’t often highlighted in the media. They don’t necessarily win the awards. But they are human. And a very real reminder that you are not alone. I’ve changed their names, but here are some of their stories.





Alicia is a twenty-five-year-old El Salvadoran immigrant who was the first in her family to go to college. Her family is proud and expects “big things” from her. They also expect her to help out with a portion of the family expenses. Young girls in her community look up to her. But Alicia doesn’t have a mentor or any direction for her next steps. She remembers being a freshman in college and seeing so many young adults getting on board the Obama train and doing good in the world. She couldn’t wait to do that too, but despite having graduated with honors after working her way through school (doing her first two years at community college and finishing up at a state university), she is barely making enough to live on as a program associate at a local nonprofit, let alone contribute anything financially to her family.


Alicia wants to change the world but also needs to make some money. Should she start her own small business like her parents did and forgo her dream of making a difference? Should she go back to school to get another degree that would increase her value in the workplace? But how in the world would she afford that? Because she’s the first in her family to experience this journey, there’s no one in her close network of elders to give her advice, so she reaches for it wherever she can. Her Instagram page is a flood of inspirational quotes, and her feed is full of women telling her to be a “girl boss” and “be great.” But she still isn’t quite sure what to do next, and she stays up nights, worried and anxious, afraid that time is running out for her to become the woman her parents risked it all for her to be.


Or there’s Mia. Mia is a twenty-seven-year-old African American woman. After graduating college, she was chosen for the Teach for America program and has continued to teach in the public school system. Because of the low salary (and the fact that she spends her own money on supplies for her classroom as well as food, winter coats, and other essentials for her students), she has decided to move in with her mother while teaching. She’s become increasingly “woke” and finds it hard to reconcile her new political awakening with the confines of the education system. Every day, she sees children come into her classroom who are in need of much more than what they will be tested on at the end of the semester, and her heart aches that she doesn’t have the freedom or the support to give it to them. The high school where she is teaching is being shut down due to insufficient funding. She can continue teaching in another school and experience more of the same—being frustrated, underpaid, and heartbroken about how little impact she actually seems to be making. Or she can give up, take her considerable skills, and go into corporate America. She wonders if she can be of more help to young people in the long run somehow as a financially stable adult than she can struggling in this economy. She’s questioning what impact she wants to have on the world and how that relates to her own passions and prospects.


Joel is a twenty-nine-year-old recent grad school graduate drowning in debt, who can’t find a job and is starting to regret his decision to stay out of the job market for so long. He is currently sharing an apartment with two roommates who spend the majority of their time playing Xbox. He has been looking for a job for four months and is finding the job market unforgiving. Meanwhile, his girlfriend of four years is anxious, wondering when he is going to propose so they can start their life together. He is angry that his life is where it is at the end of his twenties.


Derrick is a thirty-year-old man living in Baltimore who is on the fast track in his business marketing career. He has a great idea for an app, but he doesn’t know what the next best steps are to get it to market. He could probably scrape together enough money to hire someone, but it would take using all of his savings, and he doesn’t know if it’s worth the risk. He has also recently joined his local Black Lives Matter chapter—because, as for most young men and women of color—the current wave of cultural “wokeness” is personal to him. He knows what it’s like to be stopped by the police while driving around his neighborhood for no reason at all. Yet he wonders how his growing passion for activism will impact his professional brand. And will his vocal presence on social media deter investors from helping him with his idea?


Or Meagan, a thirty-four-year-old white woman with a fantastic job who is afraid to take the next step in her career because her biological clock is ticking and she believes that, more than anything, quite frankly, she needs to find a man. She is convinced that her job and her ambition are what’s stopping her from “having it all,” and she doesn’t know what to do because she knows her lack of a partner is a stain on her otherwise spotless life. She dies a little on the inside every time someone brushes past her accomplishments to ask why she isn’t married yet and whether or not she wants children. She has “leaned in” so much she’s about to fall off the cliff and has come to realize that pursuing your dreams is cool until it pushes you too far outside of what other people expect of you. Still, she’s afraid to admit how lonely she is because it doesn’t fit the image of the empowered, self-reliant woman she portrays herself to be.


And for every one of these stories, there are more hiding beneath the surface that even I am not privy to. Stories of heartbreak, trauma, family discord, battles with identity, racism, sexism, homophobia, illness—all of the side effects of living a human life.


These are all smart, hardworking people who have tried really hard to do the right thing, to play the cards they were dealt, to follow the rules laid out for them by society, and to sew the pieces of their life into the shiny, happy story that they have been told is both desirable and possible. All of them have stood on the precipice of some next step of adulthood—education, employment, entrepreneurship, marriage, even children—and have been told that now, after finally reaching this peak, anything is possible; they are well on their way to the “American Dream.” All they have to do is start the right nonprofit, or marry the right partner, or come up with the right business idea, or run the right campaign, or wear the right size, or invest in the right stock, or get the right job, and they will find peace and joy.


And time and time again, after the graduation balloons have deflated and the student loan bills start pouring in, after the shiny business cards are ordered for the new gig and the reality that they still need a side hustle in order to live comfortably slaps them in the face, after the hopeful work to change the world and then the depressing realization that the systems they thought were going to help them change it are just as broken as the ones they set out to change, many people find themselves confused, dejected, bored with the monotony of life, and perhaps most maddening of all, not knowing exactly what to do next.


Perhaps one of these stories will stick with you in those moments when you are tempted to think that you alone are the problem, that you’re just not trying hard enough. Read these stories without the Photoshop and filters of a Twitter bio. Peek behind the illusion of perfection and invincibility that we all desperately hide behind. If these people were here right now, they would tell you to look at their lives as proof. You are not alone nor are you crazy. We’re all in this together.


Many of us feel like hot messes at best, miserable failures at worst, because we attribute the gap between our real life and the one we think we should be living to our own shortcomings. If I were only more fill in the blank: disciplined, outgoing, popular, focused, strong, savvy, educated, beautiful, feminine or masculine, intelligent, fit, effective. Then I would have the things that “they” told me I would have.


What a horrible, shame-filled story to believe. And it’s one that isn’t often grounded in truth.


Don’t rush to question your sanity, competence, or strength when you feel as if you don’t belong in the life that you are currently living or when you realize that following all of the rules to the best of your ability didn’t (and won’t) help you win. Nor should you call yourself a quitter when you decide that you no longer want to play “the game”—the one that tells you to keep running on that hamster wheel toward your wildest dreams without ever questioning the wheel itself or where those dreams came from.


Promise me—and yourself—that you will not believe that you, your person, your very existence is wrong before investigating the wrongness of the room around you. Because in a world that is hell-bent on telling each and every one of us at every turn who we are supposed to be, what is expected of us, and what we must do in order to buy or reach peak happiness, despite its own brokenness and instability, of course it’s hard to stand—let alone walk, let alone confidently go in the direction of our dreams.


Recognizing that your experience is shaped by the realities of the world around you is not making an excuse. It is common sense.


Now that you acknowledge that fact, the bigger, more important questions are: What can we do about this crooked room? And what will it take for us to break down the walls of belief, behavior, and expectation that lead to discontent? How can we uncover the truth and live the powerful life that we deserve?
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