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Foreword
Over the last several years, I’ve interviewed thousands of twenty-somethings, many of whom told me stories like this one: When Gail, a thirtysomething in New York City, was in her twenties, there was a period when she was crying every day. She hated her job, she knew her boyfriend of four years wasn’t The One, she was sick of her roommates, and worst of all, she had an identical twin sister in medical school to whom she was constantly being compared. “[She was] on a track. Where was my track?” Gail recalled. “I was flipping out. I was reaching a dead end; I was miserable and lonely. It was like, ‘Where do I go from here?’ I felt I wasn’t a real adult yet.”
After several months, Gail decided to consult a psychiatrist for the first time. In the clichéd dim and dingy office, an older man with a notepad asked her what seemed to be the problem. Gail broke down in tears and explained her issues. She could think of only one way to describe them. “I’m having a midlife crisis,” she said.
The doctor burst out laughing. “You don’t look middle-aged to me,” he said, guffawing, “so I don’t think you’re having a midlife crisis.”
While the doctor’s insensitive reaction left Gail feeling more depressed than before, he was right about one thing: Gail wasn’t having a midlife crisis. She was having a Quarterlife Crisis.
I’m not one to label for the sake of labeling, and I don’t think the rest of our generation is, either. In recent years, a new wave of classifications have been thrust upon those of us who happen to fall between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine: We are, apparently, twixters, permanent adolescents, boomerangers, kidults, thresholders, and slackers, living in a “Peter Pan syndrome.”
Peter Pan syndrome is so named because many researchers and reporters assume that twentysomethings “refuse to grow up.” Similarly, the terms “twixters” and “thresholders” are based on the notion that the post-pubescent purgatory we occupy is one of our own choosing. Sociologist Terri Apter insisted recently, “They’re on the threshold, the doorway to adulthood, and they’re not going through it.” It’s as if, after sixteen or more years in a sheltered school setting, we pull over our graduation tassels and suddenly are expected to become equipped emotionally, pragmatically, and financially to make the major decisions associated with going through that door. But that’s not the way it works.
The labels “permanent adolescents” and “boomerangers”—as in we listlessly boomerang back into our parents’ homes—imply that, out of laziness, we would much prefer to waste our lives loafing while watching afternoon television and munching Fritos on our parents’ couch. CNN has specifically accused twentysomethings of wanting merely to “lay around.”
We don’t languish in our state of limbo, however, as much as we battle it. Simply put, it is more difficult to be a twentysomething now than it was forty years ago. We face the most competitive hiring pool in history, with increasing numbers of college graduates. Furthermore, the age at which older generations expect us to succeed is rapidly plummeting; no longer is a thirty-year-old CEO deemed a whiz kid. With professional athletes drafted out of high school and A-list singer-actors in their teens, we’re made to feel that if we haven’t achieved something monumental by age twenty-five, then we’re already over the hill. Regarding marriage, we are heavily influenced by that legendary 50 percent divorce rate. We do not want to make our parents’ mistakes.
The truth is, we’re not averse to growing up; we simply want to grow up responsibly. If “growing up” means attaining typically adult accoutrements, then it’s not a question of won’t, but can’t. Generations before us could afford to support a marriage, house, and family in their early twenties because entry-level incomes could fund them. Today we wait until at least our late twenties, with good reason. We are the first generation in American history who won’t do better financially than our parents. Add to that setback the crushing costs of student loans and lower incomes than previous twentysomethings had, and it’s clear why taking our time is not just a preference but a necessity. Arguably, it is more adult of us to delay traditionally adult responsibilities until we financially and emotionally are able to support ourselves, let alone others.
When I first began using the phrase “Quarterlife Crisis” to describe a common experience occurring between the late teens and late thirties, it provoked derision from older adults. Contrary to a belief popular among older people, the Quarterlife Crisis is not the idle whining of a coddled, presumptuous post-adolescent. It is the response to reaching the turning point between young adulthood and adulthood; it is the amalgamation of doubt, confusion, and fear that comes with facing an overwhelming set of identity issues and societal expectations at once. The Quarterlife Crisis can spark a variety of reactions ranging from subtle self-doubt to issues as serious as clinical depression.
The biggest difference between my label and the condescending new catchphrases is that I identified an experience, not a generation. The term “Quarterlife Crisis” offers a category for those who wish to be reassured that their doubts are normal. Young adults can choose whether or not to associate with it.
I imagine if Gail’s psychiatrist, whom she never went to again, heard me today, he would probably still laugh. Some adults—usually those in a midlife crisis—roll their eyes when they hear “Quarterlife Crisis.” “Twentysomethings can’t be in crisis!” they say. “When you have your youth and freedom, you have nothing to complain about.”
I try turning the tables. “If that’s your reason for dismissing a Quarterlife Crisis,” I reply, “then how can you complain about a midlife crisis when you have a spouse, a car, a savings account, and a backyard with a pool?” They are not amused. The generation gap grows fierce.
Gail, like many women in their thirties, is happy now and more at peace with herself. Over the years, she has taught herself strategies and coping mechanisms to help her figure out who she is and who she wants to be. I believe her success in conquering these issues means that for her, middle age will be a breeze. Because we in Gail’s generation are confronting our identity demons in our twenties rather than waiting until our forties or fifties, I don’t think we’re going to have a midlife crisis. And then older doctors who dismissed our doubts will see who has the last laugh.
—Alexandra Robbins

Introduction
This collection came about through a universal feeling: the disillusionment of being twentysomething. We start the decade full of hope, curiosity, and images of what will be, and yet, once we’re there, we’re often left wondering if this is it.
After all, the movie version of being in your twenties seems ideal: You’re free of parental control, living the good life with friends, fun, and a fabulous job. Love interests appear when you want them, and if they don’t, well, the single, sexy life holds its own magic.
Yet the reality of life in your twenties is much more complex. Yes, you’re free to move about the cabin as you wish, but what about that job satisfaction? What about that post-college relationship that falls flat once put to the test of the real world? What about feeling lonely?
This book explores the highs and lows of the exciting, frustrating, challenging decade between twenty and thirty, when everything is simultaneously at your feet and just out of reach.
When I graduated from college, I had only one item on my key chain: the key to my car. I had no apartment, no job, no relationship, and though I had secured a spot at a top graduate school, I suspected my reasons for going were more out of avoidance than out of wanting to continue my education. Looking back, I can tidy my path so it seems streamlined; I finished college, worked a bit, fell in love, and got married. But that’s the simple version. The truth is, as with most of my friends, the path that got me to where I am now has a varied geographical and emotional topography.
I envisioned my twenties as a steady climb toward a constant work goal, but instead: I worked as a sous chef on a yacht, I wrote medical verbiage, I edited travel brochures, I labored in construction, I taught high school English and first grade, and—when money got really tight—I was a substitute gym and home ec teacher.
Where love was concerned, my parents met in high school, my brother met his wife in college, surely the love of my life would present himself to me shortly thereafter, right? Wrong. Right after college, I embarked on a summer fling that transformed into a live-in relationship that culminated in money owed (him), a wounded if not entirely broken heart (me), and tons of photographs from our travels (both), bookshelves we’d built together and faux-finished in a fit of domesticity, recipes I’d created while cooking for him every night (groan).
The vision I’d had of moving through the decade armed with my closest friends had to shift, too. One friend moved to London, another to Chicago, and I suddenly had to figure out what it was like to make friends without the commonality of classes or dorms. One old friendship finally crumbled, while new ones started to form from activities like book group, running, and knitting. Also, I reconnected with childhood friends or linked up with friends of friends.
Like everyone, I wanted an easy path—I wanted to be sure of where I was headed—but here’s what I didn’t know: It takes time. And within that time, I reexamined what it was I thought I wanted, otherwise known as learning from my experiences. So I didn’t want to be a chef, a medical writer, in love with the wrong guy. But how to proceed?
For me, the answer was in the journal I constantly kept in my bag as I moved towns or apartments. One simple line helped to shape the rest of my life: I need to write. In a moment of truth with myself, I’d admitted my dream. So I left behind the odd jobs and bad boy and went back to graduate school (where I met more friends), complete with real-world knowledge that would ironically help me in crafting the novel I longed to write. I wrote and traveled and earned my master’s, and a few years later, right when I was set to trek across India and Nepal (read: the least convenient time possible), I met the man of my dreams and the rest—as is often written—is history. But it’s not general history, it’s only my history.
And that’s what is at the heart of being twentysomething: creating your own history, your memories, your own path to a job, financial independence, love, lust, and—finally—a life you can call your own.
The wonderful contributors in this collection reveal themselves (and some universal truths) and are grouped into sections that touch on the categories of twentysomething life (and lies).
 “I’ll have an amazing apartment and love my job”  brings us inside first apartments and first flings with careers. With humor and vivid detail, Jill Kargman shows us the dingy, high-rent, low-frills flat she wanted to call home, while Donna Freitas lets us in on the doubts that plague her as she balances the phenomenal apartment that comes with a soul-sucking job. Leanne Shear and Tracey Toomey trace their path from being girls who were told they could achieve anything—as long as they achieved what other people wanted—to finding their places tending bar, raking in cash, and making the most of life. By exploring her wardrobe and the jobs that cling to each shirt or skirt, Alison Pace maps her employment history and her road to what she wants. Megan McCafferty takes a brave step and opens her personal journals to the world as she looks back on the wantings and what-ifs of her twenty-something mind.
 “I’ll have everything I need to live the life I’ve always wanted”  leads with Cara Lockwood’s all-too-true affair with her credit card, and the highs and lows of overspending. On the opposite end of the financial spectrum, Laura Caldwell lived on ramen noodles while earning her law degree; details her experience being left out of lavish nights on the town with friends and how the wait for solvency was worth it. Erica Kennedy floundered her way through a variety of jobs, surviving homelessness and near poverty, until she was able to forge a career as a writer in her late twenties and create the life she assumed she’d have straight out of college. Meanwhile, Megan Crane, like so many of us, couldn’t figure out what to do when a job or a place didn’t seem right, so she found her solace in graduate school.
 “I’ll know myself and what I want.”  Growing through the twenties doesn’t come without humility, as we see from reading Anna Maxted’s essay—haven’t we all felt we’re “too good” to be doing a certain level of work? With a surprising slant, Melissa Senate flip-flops the age-old “guy who couldn’t commit” tale; she’s the one who couldn’t say yes to Mr. Right, and she learned more than she thought she would when tragedy struck. Shannon O’Keefe comes to terms with how your current age never feels like you thought it would. We’re taught to say no as a means of self-preservation, but much of Beth Lisick’s pleasure in life has come from saying yes. Rebecca Traister explores the need other people—particularly parents—have to see the twentysomething daughter, son, or friend as stunningly happy; she delves into how we make peace with that need ourselves.
 “I’ll have satisfying relationships, great sex, and fabulous friends.”  Love, sex, friendship, lust—juicy words in and of themselves, but what about when they’re combined? With high expectations, Jennifer O’Connell moved in with her college boyfriend only to find that post-dorm domesticity wasn’t all it’s cracked up to be; she explains that moving to the next stage of life sometimes means dropping off luggage. Married in her early twenties, Pamela Ribon wonders about the sex she didn’t have, and about what she might have gained (or lost) as a result. Female friendship can be as easy as a roommate assignment in college, but in the working world, friends can be hard to come by, as Leah Stewart notes. On the other side of friendship, Caprice Crane’s words touch on the male-female friendship and its role in the twentysomething life. Deanna Kizis has plenty of guy friends—after the romance ended—and digs around at the post-breakup friendship phenomenon. Hollis Gillespie’s comedic take on that forbidden-yet--inevitable work fling shows us the risks and rewards that come with the territory. For those of us who can’t let go of Carrie Bradshaw as the image of single life, Kristen Harmel takes on her own Mr. Big and lives to tell the tale. Laurie Graff looks at the men in her life and concludes a hugely important twentysomething lesson: that life is continually evolving, and that the search for self rarely culminates in a tidy, perfect bow.
Without a doubt, part of the years between twenty-one and twenty-nine involve movement: apartment swapping, trekking uptown or down, retreating home, or venturing to places as yet unseen, as demonstrated in  “I’ll be where I’m supposed to be, doing what I’m meant to be doing.”  When Heather Swain left the safety of her midwestern life for a small town in Japan, she tested her new marriage and herself and gained more than she imagined she would. Anna Jane Grossman compels us to look at those “almost” points in life when one step in either direction seems like it will change the course of everything. Julianna Baggott’s emotional real estate investment demonstrates that sometimes home is found within another person. We conclude the book with Giselle Zado Wasfie’s relatable essay about the nomadic existence so common among twentysomethings—and how the search for self, committing to your own development, and finding completion can often involve staying put in one place long enough to take root.
I am now in my early thirties and still collecting moments, synthesizing my daily encounters to figure out where I want to go next. What I value most from my twenties—even though it was the hardest to deal with then—is the variety of jobs, dates, towns, and feelings I experienced. The recipes I made for the bad boy now help me to cook interesting dishes for my young children. The old friendship that dissolved keeps me mindful of the good friends I have now. The difficult dates make for great story fodder. Memories of the travel sustain me in months when I’m stuck treading the same path from preschool to home and back. The construction job gave me the confidence to paint, retile, and refinish a house myself. I may not have loved every minute of my twenties, but I love what I learned from those days, months, and seasons: mainly, the knowledge of who I am—or who I could be.
May the essays in this book provide you with humor, solace, food for thought, enlightenment, and entertainment as you look forward to or relive your twenties.
—Emily Franklin
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