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            To the eldest daughters, may you turn this light onto yourselves.
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            Introduction

         
         Today I am twenty-six years old, and a lot of times I feel as though I know less than I did at sixteen.

         
         Today I am twenty-six years old, and I pay for my own phone bill, which feels like an adult thing for me to do.

         
         Today I am twenty-six years old, and I am a cavern of joy and ambition, and I am awash in gratitude. Today I am twenty-six
            years old, and I feel awkward at the party I am invited to. I wish I had never come. I overthink so much about everything
            that it interferes with my ability to live. I am scared that I am losing my mind.
         

         
         I am planning for my future. What is a future? How do you plan for one? I am afraid that no matter how hard we resist, women
            are forced to assume a series of titles throughout our lives—we are girls and then we are wives and then we are mothers—and
            I feel guilty for wanting more.
         

         
         Today I am twenty-six years old, and I don’t have my shit together, but sometimes I pretend to. I feel like I am behind.

         
         

         Today I am twenty-six years old, and I feel too old. I also feel too young. I am cold all the time. I like to listen to jazz
            music when I cook dinner, which is something I like to do now, cook dinner. That wasn’t something I liked to do the last time
            I saw you here, on the page.
         

         
         This is my way of telling you that I have changed. In many ways I have also remained the girl you always knew. The girl my childhood best friend knew. The baby my mom raised. I am all of them, all of me. You have changed too. Think about it for a second. Wow. 

         
         

         Today I am twenty-six years old and writing you a short note that I hope you’ll read before you begin this book, a book I
            would call mine, but is now just as much yours. Stories I have lived that you will hopefully see your own reflection in.
         

         
         

         I’m not sure how many of you read my debut, I Didn’t Know I Needed This, but I was freshly twenty-three when I started to write it, and was eighteen, nineteen, and twenty when I lived the many
            experiences I shared within those pages. I had so much distance from those experiences to process them, time to realize they
            maybe weren’t that deep, space to grow up a lot, and as a result, writing that book was purely fun for me. Like riding on
            a flirty pink cloud (drinking a margarita, wearing a glittery dress). The challenge with my first book was not the content
            but learning the form. I did my best, and I am so proud of that. I am here today, a different woman than I was at twenty-three.
            But in so many ways I am the same woman I have been on every birthday, every time I’ve blown out the candles. I have written
            you a book that is wildly different than my first—a book that was a challenge to write because I was processing the emotions,
            fresh and hot, as I wrote. I cried a lot while writing this book. It felt like a release. It felt like pushing a boulder up
            a mountain. I am protective of this book because it feels like handing over my soul, whereas I Didn’t Know I Needed This felt like handing over my heart. Now you have so much of me, and yet I still have so much left. Nonfiction writing will do that to you. Force you to dissect yourself. Force you to write about the hard things. Force you to break yourself down and hand over your messy parts. I once heard someone say, “You know you’re writing something good when your family hates it.” I’m not sure this fits the bill, but maybe it does. 

         
         This book is my ode to the unspoken loneliness of our twenties, even when we are surrounded by our friends at a party we do
            actually want to be at. This book is a love letter to feeling stuck, lost, unmoored, and untethered as people in adulthood
            who felt forgotten in childhood, confused when it all changed around us. This book is for the overextended, the afraid, the
            unsure, the ready, the fearless twentysomething or thirtysomething or beyond. This book seeks to answer the question: Will
            we ever have it all figured out?
         

         
         Spoiler alert: this book does not answer this question.

         
         My experience of being in my twenties will be different than yours. Your experience will be different than that of the girl
            you inevitably see reading this on the subway (manifesting). I do not believe any of us can be fully “in touch” with the reality
            of others, as we can only be present in our realities—shaped by our unique lived experiences. I do not claim to speak for
            all of us, or on behalf of all of us. I wanted to use this space to work through the difficult emotions I’ve processed, many
            of which felt unprecedented, many of which came out of nowhere—many of which I’ve realized, through speaking up, are incredibly
            universal, even when our daily lives are not the same.
         

         
         I Didn’t Know I Needed This is not required reading before Does Anyone Else Feel This Way? but I do think that if you read both, you will see the way a girl can mature, grow, and change in three years. You will also
            see the same realization slowly be had, in many ways—that you need to put yourself first. That you are yours first—to have
            and to hold. To care for. To prioritize.
         

         
         In these pages I lament on so many of the things I’ve carried with me through the years. I crack open questions and hunt for answers I both do and do not find. I went on my own journey writing this book, laying down the bricks for the road you will travel in the pages ahead. I was reminded, throughout this process, that I am the girl who was once five years old, and then sixteen. One day I will be lucky enough to still be the girl I was today. My baggage is in the form of interests and hobbies, great loves and tastes that have never changed, unpacked meticulously, across state lines. My sweet tooth, love for Ariana Grande, nervous disposition, big heart, and stubborn demeanor travel with me from one chapter to the next, even as everything else flips upside down. 

         
         Sometimes, when I feel like my feet aren’t planted firmly in today, or I feel like I can’t find my way, I ask the universe
            for a sign. Just give me a sign that everything is going to be okay.
         

         
         And then a few hours later, when I run into the grocery store to buy Claritin, “My Favorite Things” from The Sound of Music will be playing, which has always been my song (much like how couples have a song, and whatnot). And I will take a moment
            and realize that this is my sign. That the signs are everywhere. In the familiar creaks of your home’s floorboards, the eyes
            you’ve gazed into for years, the first sip of a drink across the table from an old friend, the so rare and so real privilege
            of having an old friend.
         

         
         Maybe if you’ve been looking for one—a sign, that is—this could be yours.

         
         

         I have no requests for you before you read. Just that you be good to yourself, good to other people, good to our world. I
            love you. I trust you. I believe in us. And thank you. The show is about to begin.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Does Anyone Else Have No Plan?

         
         I’m on the subway going to my friend Lizzie’s twenty-seventh birthday party. Twenty-seven always sounded like a good age to
            be. She doesn’t agree, and because I’m twenty-five, I don’t get to have a say. I’m wearing vintage kitten heels and reading
            a book while balancing a tote bag full of wine bottles between my legs. I think my outfit is cool until the doors push open
            and a gaggle of preteen girls bounds toward the seats directly across from me—three conversations going at once, voices ecstatic
            and half shriek, half shrill. They move together as one, tossing hair and taking selfies, affirming one another’s quips like
            a five-headed picture of girlhood. They wear the same outfits in different colors: Converse sneakers or heeled black boots,
            short skirts and long-sleeve shirts. I watch them watch me, their eyes running over my face and the outfit I now feel is incredibly
            dumb.
         

         
         I was you once, I want to say, but don’t. I let them go over me with their eyes before they grow bored and launch into various discussions—whose house they will sleep over at after the party, who will be there and who is drinking, what designer bags they wish they had and which lip glosses they do. One of them proudly exclaims that she is the group’s “mom friend.” I pause my music and listen to their musings, the PG version of conversations I’ll have at the twenty-seventh birthday party. They are thirteen, in the early throes of awkward stages and first kisses. Halfway to twenty-five. Halfway to me. They live inside me and they race toward me; they wish they were twenty-one, and I wish I was twelve. I half focus on the book in my lap, keeping a soft glance on them and their airy innocence. They look around like they know everything, and I’d like to tell them to hold on to that feeling as long as they can; it’ll slip through their fingers one day without the faintest warning. Pantomiming heartbreak with their math class crushes, challenges chaperoned by their parents; their world is just this party, and for now, they are friends. I envy them briefly, envy thirteen. When my mind was a glass castle. My virgin heart and braided hair and the memorized home phone number of a girl I don’t talk to anymore. On the 1 train, their fearless laughs are a soundtrack to my inner monologue, and I am twice their age. My mind is a shattered snow globe, and my heart is taped together with Band-Aids. I am trying to grow out the bangs I cut on a whim, and my friend is turning twenty-seven, and I felt like I knew everything when I was thirteen, and somehow I know more now but feel like I know less. The sparkly confidence of being a girl in a group has faded, and I have been left with no answers. One of them says she hates Kyle, another one says she wishes she had a Prada bag, one is engrossed in her pink-cased iPhone, and two have their arms around each other like soulmates. I know these girls because I am these girls, was these girls, yet they are strangers. 

         
         Stay thirteen forever, I want to say, but I don’t. Instead, I see bits of myself in them, and I wish the best for them, and I get to my stop and
            get up. I feel them watch me go, and then the subway throttles on, into the future and into the night.
         

         
         

         The best part of being thirteen was imagining what life would be like when I was seventeen and had a set of car keys with multicolored, jingly key chains like the older girl who lived next door. The best part of being seventeen was imagining what life would be like when I was twenty-one and about to graduate from college. I looked forward to the day the fog of adolescence would lift and everything would click naturally into place, when the perpetual unknown I’d been living in would finally cease. The worst part about being twenty-one was that my attic bedroom had carpet beetles and the guy I wanted to be with forever only wanted to be with me when it was time to leave the bar. I looked forward to becoming a real adult on my twenty-second birthday. I assumed that by twenty-two, you graduated from training wheels to a two-wheel bike—metaphorically
            of course—and you finally felt like the adult you had technically become at the age of eighteen.
         

         
         

         My senior year of college, I lived with five girls who had their postgrad plans lined up by the end of first semester. One going to grad school, one working in finance, one doing Teach for America, one going to work in sales in California, and the final going to work in consulting in Chicago. And then there was me, a planless loser, the queen of racking up rejection emails and changing her mind. One Friday, on the first day of spring, I sat in my playwriting workshop brimming with pride for my thesis—a play about Rosie the Riveter. It was the perfect March day. The air smelled like grass and potential, and it was my turn to get feedback from a circle of my peers—fellow writers, actors, and directors—who’d be working on the senior thesis plays that semester. Everyone held frayed copies of my work and proceeded to share (what felt like) a million things that were wrong with my one hundred pages of writing. I smiled politely, distractedly scrolling to the pages they referenced, halfheartedly jotting down notes about unfinished characters and confusing plot points and gender politics. It’s always the writing you think is good that your workshop will make sure to tell you they hate. About halfway through, it became clear that I might be better off just starting over. On my laptop screen, Gmail flashed a new notification. I was waiting for an email with a decision from the Wall Street Journal’s prestigious Bartley Fellowship in the arts. I had gone through a five-round interview process for the second year in a row. The committee had narrowed the thousands of applications down to a handful—and for the second time, I was one of them. I was hesitant but confident about getting the role. I knew the team, had demonstrated interest, visited the offices that summer for an informational interview, and felt like I’d improved from the prior year—I’d asked the editor of the section what I could work on before applying again and focused all my energy on each bullet point he gave. While my classmates shared polite, generic compliments and specific, granular critiques about my thesis, I hovered my mouse over the new email and clicked, revealing a curt rejection email. They said that while they felt like “the Eli Rallo who applied this year was a completely different applicant than the one who applied last year,” they’d decided to go in a “different direction.” I swallowed hard and tried to snap back into the present moment, where everyone was agreeing that I should rewrite the entire first scene because there was “room for improvement.” Class came to a close on that note, and I didn’t feel saved by the bell. It was a Friday in March, and everyone was entranced by tulips and iced coffees and glee, languidly packing their bags and exchanging weekend plans. I shoved everything into my backpack, put my head down, and avoided eyes as I made my way to the bus. Rejection never bothered me much, nor did workshop. I actually felt that both made me a better creative and a stronger writer. But this rejection and this workshop, coming on the heels of months of rejection and reminders of ways I could be better, pounded in my skull, making me wish I could crawl out of my skin or turn my brain off. 

         
         

         I entered the University of Michigan pursuing a bachelor’s degree in theater art, with a concentration in performing arts
            management and entrepreneurship, which felt practical and adultlike. I took minors in playwriting, creative writing, and political
            science, married to the idea that I’d probably never make it as a creative and needed a backup plan. I chose to pursue entertainment
            producing to be practical, when the truth was that I wanted to be an author and a creative, not a girlboss in a pantsuit.
            I feared the unconventional path of the artist for years—and had no idea how anyone got a play produced or a book published
            anyway. Being an artist lacked a one-size-fits-all equation or a set of steps to follow to achieve success—it was like making
            a DIY project into a career. But senior year, the eleventh hour, I realized I was abandoning my passions to be practical, and now I was desperately trying to hunt down a creative job. A job in culture, entertainment, arts, journalism, or writing
            that could pay my bills but be a sensible step toward the artistic dreams I had for myself—the far-off dream of seeing my
            very own book in a bookstore or my play on a real stage. But even when I was trying to be brave and take the leap, I was still
            forcing myself to be practical and pragmatic. I couldn’t rip the Band-Aid off. Instead, I peeled it in slow motion, watching
            in agony as it tore up tiny pieces of arm hair.
         

         
         

         On the bus I tried to just go blank, to avoid the run-on sentence in my mind, reminding me I had no job—despite the over fifty applications I’d sent out. The guy I liked had opened my Snapchat without responding hours ago. My thesis was nobody’s favorite and apparently needed to be completely redone. My best friend was moving to San Francisco in May. I was afraid to admit I wanted to be an artist or a creative, and at this point, I didn’t feel like I was capable anyway. It felt more like I was delusional. I didn’t believe in myself, and I wasn’t sure I could find anyone else who believed in me either. I trudged home from the bus stop, firing off a brief email to Lisa—the hiring manager at the fellowship, desperately letting her know I’d love to be considered if anything changed, or for any other position. I joked with my mom that I was always “more of a New York Times girl” as I wondered who, if anyone, was going to hire a theater student and aspiring playwright, poet, and author for a legitimate
            adult job in journalism.
         

         
         At home, my best friend, Sadie, sat on our deflated couch with a few of our roommates. They plotted the Friday night ahead,
            scrolled Instagram, and gossiped about the guys who lived across the street. I came in like a thunderstorm, a torrent of anxious
            emotion, suddenly disrupting their joy like a lightning crack. They looked at me and I looked at them and then they asked
            me how the workshop went. I was angry at first—it was not good, I had a lot of work to do, I was expecting them to like it,
            but even the actors assigned to the final performance seemed unmotivated by the material. They cooed empathetically, they
            were sure I’d figure it out, they bet it wasn’t as bad as I thought. And then, out of nowhere, my voice cracked and tears
            streamed down my cheeks—I didn’t get the job, the dream job, the job I was sure was mine. Not only that, I feared I wouldn’t get any job at this point, and wasn’t that my own fault? I came to college and told myself the creative stuff was a hobby and a side hustle and I had to focus on something practical. I had reached this point of despair through a lack of belief in myself. What would be different if I’d spent the last few years working toward my dreams instead of pretending like they were a silly hobby? What would be different if I grew a set of metaphoric balls? I blubbered and whimpered, lamenting MFA program rejections and job after job saying “no thanks,” collapsing into the couch opposite them, sending up a waft of the upholstery’s permanent fruit-flavored-vodka smell. I wanted to become the couch. I wanted to stop all this feeling, especially in front of anyone besides Sadie. Sadie is cool like lake water, sharp and shiny like a sword, all honest truths and simple pleasures rolled into one firecracker redhead I call my best friend. I didn’t cry in front of these other girls. We were housemates, and we went out together and made seductive Instagram stories in the bar’s bathroom. We didn’t bare our souls to one another on our disgusting couch in our dilapidated living room on the first Friday afternoon of spring. Here I was, saying I felt like both a freak and a failure—a mess who had always been too afraid to take the leap, to be honest about what she wanted—but when I finally found the courage, the world turned red like a stop sign and held me in place. For a second that felt like an eternity, nobody said anything. And then it was Sadie—coming over to me so our knees were touching, putting her hand on top of mine—who broke the ugly silence. 

         
         “You don’t know how lucky you are. I’m so jealous of you,” she said, and I turned my puffy eyes up to look at her. I wasn’t
            expecting that, but then again, a Sagittarius is hardly one to say something expected.
         

         
         “Do you know how much I wish I was passionate about something the way you’re passionate about writing?” she asked, and I wanted
            to break her cool gaze.
         

         
         “Most of us are going to go work at desks or in offices, and it’s fine, I’ll like my job and be happy and motivated, but it isn’t like I’m all that passionate about it. At the end of the day, I’ll work to live, to make money.” She paused. 

         
         “But you write because you feel like you have to. Because you couldn’t live with yourself if you didn’t try. Don’t you realize
            how lucky you are to be that passionate about something?”
         

         
         Nobody else said anything for a while. I don’t know when the clock started turning again or when we got up from the couches
            and went to our rooms and did our hair and picked out outfits from one another’s closets. But I know my world kept turning,
            because my best friend looked at me with ice in her eyes and said, “Do you realize how lucky you are?”
         

         
         

         I didn’t realize how lucky I was. Now, exactly four years later, I want to clamp my hands on my twenty-one-year-old self’s
            shoulders and shake and shake and shake. I swam in a sea of fear of rejection and failure back then. I danced an elaborate
            dance with the anxiety that I wasn’t good enough to be an artist. And then, when that dance partner got tired, I danced with
            the anxiety that I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t try. I was waiting for the permission to jump when the permission slip
            simply needed my own signature. I truly did not understand or recognize the privilege it is to be artistically passionate—and
            the privilege it is to pursue an artistic career path.
         

         
         

         Most creatives—most artists—create out of necessity, and for me, writing and creating has always been second nature. Even
            if not for an audience or not for a job, I was always just doing it. Toiling with a story or a half-finished poem after class,
            jotting down ideas for a play or a feature film in my notebook on a Saturday afternoon. Even when I told myself, This is just your side hustle, this is just your hobby, I had a constant, intrinsic instinct to create. I’d be on the bus to a business producing class in my Hamilton crewneck listening to a playlist full of show tunes, writing a poem in my notes app, selling myself a lie that show tunes
            and poems were unserious and silly, so it was imperative to be practical. But creating was necessary for my survival—it wasn’t
            something I could just turn away from. Yet the idea of being a professional creative, and that way of life—seemingly so fluid
            and free and unconventional—was at direct odds with, the antithesis of, the practical path higher education and teachers and
            parents pushed on me when I neared eighteen. Throughout my childhood and young adulthood, the world was not affirming artists
            and writers the way they did doctors and lawyers. Nobody would’ve called being an artist practical or sensible, and there
            was certainly no one clear path to a career in the arts. Funny boys were class clowns, and funny girls were like puppets or
            show ponies. Everyone wanted to be in on the joke, but nobody wanted to take us seriously, nobody wanted to take us home,
            nobody wanted to sign a contract and have us sign too. I’d make everyone laugh or marvel at the way the wheels in my mind
            turned, but I wasn’t their parents’ idea of a good influence, just a good time and a free spirit. For most of my life, everyone
            around me sucked up all my creativity and theatricality and left me bare—sure, Eli was funny and creative, but surely a man
            would end up taking care of her. Nobody makes it in the arts. And who does she think she is, Tina Fey? I basked in my fair share of pity smiles from Uber drivers and neighbors and my parents’ friends alike when I said I wanted to be an author, or a playwright. Nobody applauded you for going to college to major in theater the way they did with business and biochemistry majors. Instead they’d get this twisted smile on their face, like they just ate something sour. They’d look at you with a gaze of slight embarrassment and say something like, “Well, good for you. Can’t hurt to try.” I could see it behind their condescending glance; they looked at my acting class like I was burning money, and my creative writing seminar like I was playing the slots in Vegas. 

         
         

         I decided to major in performing arts management and entrepreneurship with minors in playwriting and creative writing—that
            way I was marrying my passions with the advice of the practical voices swirling around me, telling me that to make it as a
            writer was one in a million, so I needed a backup plan. The world tells you over and over and over—in movies and TV shows,
            through books and people you know—not to pursue a career in the arts. And even when they’re not telling you to your face,
            there’s a clear message being pushed at you from all sides: this is not practical, this is not legitimate, this is not serious.
            You are not serious. I watched my high school take funding from the band and the choir and the drama club and reallocate it
            to the football team. The irony—most of the kids in the band and the choir and the drama club would go on to pursue something
            creative, while most of the football players wouldn’t touch a football again past the age of eighteen.
         

         
         But I listened anyway. I was always an obedient kid. Always craved the approval of the well-intentioned adults around me. And I chose to listen to the world. I’d be practical. Be serious. Potentially be miserable. I’d take the business classes and the legal classes and the performing arts management classes. I could be a producer or an administrator or a casting director. Writing could be a side hustle. It could just be for fun. But there was a deep pit growing in my stomach, gnawing away at me through my early years of college, causing me to question whether this was the right decision. I forced myself to fall in love with practicality and accept that my deep desire to tell stories could be a passion project. They were right: I’d never make it. It wasn’t worth it. I’d put my head down and get through. I’d be a well-behaved, docile, practical girl. I’d make adults proud, and then I’d become an adult and I’d make myself proud. Sitting awake at night, staring at the cream-colored ceiling of my freshman year dorm room, I wondered when I’d feel certain—of my choices and my path and my independence. And I told myself a story to stay alive—that when I graduated college, just like I’d seen from movies and TV shows, from media and pop culture, all of this uncertainty and adolescence would simply fall away. Surely there was a day where you’d just start feeling like an adult—and I saw the light at the end of the tunnel at twenty-two. There’d be no more chubby cheeks and no more questioning—I’d be chiseled like a statue made of marble and be certain. I’d be mature and adult in the way twenty-two-year-olds seemed to be on Instagram. I’d be like my mom, who knows the answers to things without using Google. I could make peace with drowning in a river of uncertainty at eighteen, nineteen, twenty, and twenty-one if I sold myself the story that when you got to twenty-two, you had it all figured out. I couldn’t make sense of the future otherwise. There had to be a point where you grew out of your childhood tastes and your childlike wanting and your big, lofty dreams and your adolescence, where young adulthood stopped and adulthood began. When, otherwise, did we grow out of our childhood tastes? When would we start feeling like an equal to the adults around us? When would we turn up our noses at the sight of sour gummy candies and know how to get any stain out of white pants? There had to be a moment where you ceased to be unsure and were reborn with a feeling that you had your shit together. Becoming an adult isn’t like a birthday or a college graduation—there’s no ceremony. Eventually it just is, and I had to hold out hope that the time of adult certainty was coming. I didn’t feel like a sure-of-herself, put-together adult when I turned eighteen, so I assumed that it was like a delayed hit—your adult self took a while to come out, like a caterpillar in a cocoon waiting to be reborn a butterfly. I knew plenty of twenty-two-year-olds, and I saw them as sure and certain and fine. So I told myself a story of hope, because I couldn’t stand the growing pains of the dark and foreboding unknown. I needed clear skies. No turbulence. A safe landing. 

         
         

         At twenty-one years old, sobbing into my best friend’s knees, scared out of my mind—less than three months away from the coveted
            twenty-two years old—I felt much more like a helpless, timid little girl than a chiseled marble statue. I had no plan. And
            adults had plans. I still liked sour gummy candy and saw my passion for it going nowhere. I couldn’t get most stains out of
            white pants. Sadie was organized and sure of herself in the way a lot of Sagittarian women are. She was going to move to San
            Francisco and take a job with the company she interned for the summer prior. I imagined her meeting a super-hot, super-mature
            older guy at a wine bar down the street from her well-decorated apartment. I imagined her getting a promotion. I imagined
            her getting a dog and going to spin classes and throwing her head back and laughing her sparkly laugh with a gaggle of new
            girlfriends who drank beers and said the right things. I imagined her leaving me in the dust. Not because she didn’t love
            me, but because she’d graduated from adolescence and I was her friend from college, the girl who never figured it out. The
            girl who got caught up somewhere in the in-between.
         

         
         

         I imagined myself nowhere. I didn’t imagine myself moving back home, but I also didn’t imagine myself in a swanky apartment with a charming view of Manhattan’s jagged skyline. I didn’t imagine myself with a super-hot, super-mature guy. I didn’t imagine myself with new friends or promotions. I didn’t imagine myself in shape or in style. And I definitely didn’t imagine myself drinking beer. Not only did I not imagine this life, I couldn’t. And that terrified me. Because even without my ability to picture the future, it hung in the distance, and I hoped I would make it. I knew I’d have to. 

         
         

         It was inevitable.

         
         

         College was not the best four years of my life, but it was the most formative four years of my life. A lot of people go to
            college searching for answers, and I was one of those people. But instead of getting answers, I ended my four years with questions
            upon questions upon questions. It was a privilege to be educated—and to find myself with questions based on that education
            and experience—but back then I would rather have had a cheat sheet with all the answers.
         

         
         

         One time my mom went to a psychic, and she was told that her daughter would never graduate from college. And while technically,
            I earned my degree, I never had a graduation—because my graduating year was 2020. My senior year was eclipsed by the pandemic,
            and I remember feeling nothing when we found out. We were at Chipotle stealing bottles of hot sauce to eat with our bowls
            when we got an email from the university telling us our graduation was canceled, the remainder of the semester would be online,
            and we should all go home. Go home—that part kind of got me. Was Ann Arbor not my home? The house with our neighbor’s plastic beer pong table on the porch every other weekend (we shared it), a revolving door of bright adolescent faces, lecture halls and improv shows, the theater school’s annual lingerie party, the corner liquor store, the way the sky got purple before it snowed, Sadie’s organized closet, and telephone wires with tied pairs of sneakers pulling them down. I called New Jersey home in the way we all called the place we came from home, but it no longer held the sweet and heavy connotation of home. Nowhere did anymore. We all just sat in the hazy shift. 

         
         

         A week later, I’d said goodbye to my friends, packed up my house, rented a Mitsubishi Outlander to drive to New Jersey—and
            been accepted to Columbia University’s graduate school of journalism. I picked up my brother and his bags from the apartment
            building of a girl he loved early one morning, and we half silently drove “home.” I was lucky to have that physical home.
            Lucky to have my health. Lucky to have a brother in the passenger seat. I photoshopped a Columbia University logo onto a plain
            gray crewneck sweatshirt and uploaded the picture to Instagram. Grad school seemed like a cop-out and an avoidance and also
            my only real option. I submitted an application for student loans, and my heart and mind felt like they’d been rubbed with
            numbing cream and forced into silence.
         

         
         Back in New Jersey again, I felt both eighteen and eighty years old. I was neither. I was twenty-one, unpacking squished boxes of memorabilia and full notebooks and hair tools and scarves. I was forced, in many ways, to unpack the duffel bags chock-full of emotion and unfinished thoughts, the emotional baggage I didn’t want to sit with. In many ways, the solitude and isolation of spring 2020 forced a lot of us to reflect—on our wants and interests, our hopes and dreams, what we missed fiercely and what we could now do without, our habits and routines. I remember sitting in front of my laptop, staring at a blank document, willing a story to life—hating myself for not dedicating the time forced inside, isolated, to writing the great next American novel or working on my craft. Isn’t this what every artist has ever wanted? Uninterrupted time to create? 

         
         Somehow March faded into April and April to May—my twenty-second birthday on the horizon. The clarity I craved had been replaced
            with further questions and concerns—am I just going to grad school to avoid the inevitable? Is this the right move? I always
            said I wanted to move away from New York—should I really move there?
         

         
         And then, one night in the middle of May, I uploaded a video to TikTok (intended for friends only, but accidentally made public)—and
            everything changed. This part of the story is not relatable, nor is it universal, but I’m going to tie it into a lesson (and
            I beg you to stick around for this all to make sense). I always loved the word serendipity—meaning “happy accident,” like running into a friend waiting for a table at your favorite restaurant, or booking the wrong
            train time and meeting the love of your life. My first rodeo with serendipity was on that May night—the seemingly insignificant
            mistake of posting a TikTok video to public was the start of my entire future, the reason I started to believe in myself,
            and the beginning of my eventual foray into becoming a professional artist, creative, and published author.
         

         
         A mistake became the foundation. A faux pas became the future. A dream bloomed out of the sky like a puff of smoke swirling from a barely lit cigarette. There was, of course, over a decade of delusion involved as well. A girl who for some reason, even when she went off path, even when she tried to maintain practicality, never truly abandoned the dreams now actualizing right in front of her face. All of the tears shed on dream jobs, guys who’d never love me, and bygone opportunities felt so silly now. 

         
         I wish I could’ve gotten out of my own way at twenty-one—that I could’ve been wise or aware enough to understand what I know
            now. I wish it hadn’t taken a TikTok video or superfluous vitality online to make me realize that what I feared more than
            failure was complacency—what I feared more than falling on my face was staying where I was—what I feared more than trying
            was not trying at all. But this isn’t about the TikTok, and it isn’t about social media, and it isn’t about COVID. It isn’t
            even about me. This is about our universal hatred of uncertainty. Our human, constant need for a plan. The myth that college
            is supposed to answer all your questions and be the best four years of your life. The pressure we put on eighteen-year-olds
            and then twenty-year-olds to snap into adulthood as though it’s a seamless transition. This is about being pushed off the
            high dive and making the choice in midair that you’re going to swim, not sink.
         

         
         

         I now reflect on that day with my terrible play and the rejection email from the dream job and Sadie’s words, and I wonder
            what my life would’ve looked like if I had been certain, if I’d had a plan. Sure, there’s a chance I would’ve adored the fellowship
            at the Journal; maybe it would’ve turned into a full-time job. Maybe I would live in a studio apartment and own a lot of blazers. But I wouldn’t be sitting on a plane coming from my boyfriend’s hometown, flying back to our shared apartment, thinking of plans tomorrow with my friend from grad school. I wouldn’t have worn pink shoes on the red carpet at the Tony Awards. I wouldn’t have sat in the living room after busy days with my best friend from grad school, whom I went on to live with, Jen, and listened to her tell stories about college and her sister because I wouldn’t know Jen. More importantly, I would absolutely not be writing this to you. Maybe one day there’d be a book deal; maybe one day there’d be a handful of readers or a different boyfriend and a different best friend. It is both heartbreaking and affirming to reflect on the lives we could’ve lived that we didn’t choose. But I wouldn’t be here, and we wouldn’t be pulsing silently on this page together. 

         
         

         If I had never been uncertain, if I had never been the planless loser racking up rejections, if I had gotten that dream job,
            I wouldn’t have been able to hold the hands of a girl with shiny hair at a theater in San Francisco when she told me that
            because of my journey, she started writing again. She saw that I believed I could and started believing she could too.
         

         
         

         It was a gift to know so little back then.

         
         

         What I’m trying to tell you is that you could see uncertainty as terrifying and terrible, or you could see it as an opportunity. Rejection and uncertainty are simply the universe’s way of telling you what is meant for you is still yours to discover. Perhaps if you were sure, there’d be nothing more to learn. Perhaps the plan you craved would become a reality you loathed. Perhaps the certainty you desire would become a dead end. I thought the key was being overplanned and überpractical—but the truth is uncertainty is the best thing to ever happen to me. My dream was not something I conjured up; it was something that called me on the phone when I was ready to pick up. In the same way that you can tell yourself a story of a worst-case scenario, you can tell yourself the story of a best-case scenario—you’re the storyteller, so tell yourself the one that keeps your nervous system regulated. To be unsure is not a bad thing; it is the very chance to embrace chaos and carve it into something that makes sense to you. 

         
         Uncertainty is not you failing; it is not you falling apart. It is the universe’s way of saying that what is in store for
            you is something you haven’t considered, something you don’t even know exists, and the minute you meet this place or opportunity
            or person, it’ll make sense. But of course, while we can train ourselves to redefine uncertainty, that doesn’t mean it will
            automatically bring us joy and not fear. It can be terrifying and it can also be okay at the same time—two things can be true,
            and in this case, they will be. You’re going to be anxious when you graduate from college and feel lost. You’re going to be
            upset when you go through a breakup with a person you thought you’d be with forever and now won’t be. You’re going to be unnerved
            when you get rejected from the job that you thought was meant for you. But you’re also going to be okay. Being lost is an
            opportunity to go out and find your way home—wherever home is, whatever home is. Four walls, or an art studio, the place down
            the street where you do yoga, the pair of hands washing dishes in the sink, the glossy eyes of your best friend waiting offstage
            for you to take your bow. You will come home, and that home will be something you built for yourself. And you’ll be so grateful
            that you got lost, because of all the love and Polaroid pictures and people you collected along the way.
         

         
         

         These days, I no longer refer to anything as my “dream”—not a job, not a person, not an opportunity, or a school. I could feel strongly about attending a school or applying to a job and have my fingers crossed that it would work out. I could meet a great guy and hope that he texts me and asks me on a date. But none of those things were my dream job or dream person. How would I know if my dream was that job before I even worked there? How could I know that guy was my dream guy before we’d even gone on a date? I couldn’t. I could know I wanted those things. I could hope they worked out. But I’d have no idea if these specific roles and people were my dream. And if they didn’t work out, I’d be shattered to miss out on what I was sure was my dream. Truthfully, I knew my dream was to be a writer because I’d written before and was addicted to it, attached to it, enamored by it. I knew my dream was to fall in love with a great person because I’d fallen in love before and prayed for the day I would again. 

         
         But if the object of my affection doesn’t work out—if the opportunity falls through or the job says, “No thanks”—that is just
            as good an outcome as things going my way. Instead of seeing rejection as a failure or a stop sign, I see it now as a redirection.
            It is as though the wind has picked up, and the universe is whispering to me, “Not this one. Trust me. I don’t want you to
            miss out on what’s around the corner.” With this new mindset, not only does rejection sting less, I see rejection as somehow
            equivalent to success—it isn’t always a yes or a no; it’s either a yes or a something else is meant for you. You can be sad when you get the rejection email or he never texts back—but you can’t lose faith in yourself because the
            dreams you perceive yourself to have are smashed. What really happened? The road was closed, you could never have driven that
            way, you’re getting a new set of directions, and you’re taking the scenic route. I know you’ll be glad the road was closed,
            despite the interruption and frustration, when you stop at the random diner you wouldn’t have gone to otherwise and meet the
            love of your life.
         

         
         

         On my twenty-second birthday, in July 2020, I did not feel certain, and I did not feel like an adult. I felt like the bicycle I’d been riding always had training wheels, and now I was expected to ride a two-wheel bike—no training, no extra help, no concerned parent making sure I didn’t fall. I wish I had been brave enough to say, “Does anyone else feel this way?” or “Does anyone else have no plan?” instead of suffering in quiet silence, softening the blow with self-deprecating humor. 

         
         

         I knew nothing then, and I had a long way to go still. One day I’d be twenty-five and riding the subway, and I’d watch versions
            of myself at thirteen dance around me, wishing to be older. We’d always wish away the present with such intensity, such volume—we’d
            always wish away the uncertainty because we internalized it as fear. I wanted to stay on the subway forever, on the way to
            my friend’s twenty-seventh birthday, a bottle of wine between my legs. I’d become the plastic seat, and I’d be the place people
            rested on their way to birthday parties and first dates and adolescent nights out and work. I’d soak up all the stories and
            fears like a sponge. I’d never have to face my own stories, my own fears.
         

         
         

         On my twenty-second birthday, I didn’t know that nobody would believe in me until I set the precedent that I believed in myself. I didn’t know that being serious is a load of shit—because hardly any great genius or success story ever started with someone choosing the safe route. No great love story begins with staying home. You can’t hit a home run from the bench. If you want to be a winner, you have to risk striking out. There’s no other way. I didn’t know that it is a great privilege to be a creative. I knew that art is as imperative to the world as oxygen, but I never believed I could be part of the people building the stories that sustain us like I was a gardener of prose planting trees in the form of essays. I knew that college was not the best four years of my life, but I didn’t know that it was okay to feel that way—and that other people felt that way too. 

         
         

         And maybe this isn’t practical advice, but don’t take the world’s word for it. You can listen, but the world doesn’t know
            you. Only you know yourself well enough to choose. Being practical is bullshit. Being palatable for society is never where
            the magic happens. Art is serious and legitimate and real and vital. There is no one way to do anything—the right way is the
            way that is your own. Being lost is when you find the restaurant with the best burger you’ve ever had, the peaceful park with
            the flowers in full bloom, the overlook where you watch the sunset, and the girl in your passenger seat whom you never would’ve
            known had you always been so sure of yourself. You squeeze her hand, and you can’t believe she is there. She is there because
            you got lost, not because you were safe or found.
         

         
         

         Sometimes the only plan you’ll have—for your whole life—is what you’re doing later that night. And that’s enough. Life is all one foot in front of the other, after all. As I stepped off the subway platform at West Seventy-Seventh Street and into the chilly January air, leaving my thirteen-year-old girl gang behind, my only plan was to go celebrate Lizzie’s birthday. To knock on her door and fall into her familiar arms, the way she smells like flowers and her dusting of freckles and the way she’ll always remind me how much she loves me. We’ll toast to her, and we’ll toast to having no clue, because having a plan is overrated anyway. Have an idea, have an inkling, have a sketch or a draft you wrote in pencil—but be brave enough to leave it all up to interpretation, to be surprised, to play Mad Libs with your next step and let the blanks fill themselves as you go. If I’d had a plan, I wouldn’t be writing this, and your eyes wouldn’t be following each word on this very page. 

         
         

         And I think that’s a wonderful place to start.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Does Anyone Else Know WTF to Do About Imposter Syndrome?

         
         I’ve only ever felt like I fully belonged anywhere when I was in utero. I suppose I don’t fully know how I felt while I was
            a fetus twenty-six years ago, but I can assume that to be the last (and only) time I’ve fully felt at peace. Fully felt a
            sense of belonging. Fully felt like I was somewhere meant for me. Somewhere I belonged.
         

         
         

         Of course I have belonged since, but it never felt natural. Never felt seamless to me. There has never been a room I’ve walked
            into and immediately, with a soft sigh, said, “This must be what it feels like to be at home.” Call it anxiety, or being weird,
            or always feeling like you say the wrong things. First I feel like a misfit, and then I feel guilty for feeling that way.
            When I’m finally home alone, folding laundry and answering emails, I start to think about how misplaced I feel almost everywhere
            I go. Is this a me thing? Is this a them thing? Is this an us thing? Does anyone feel like they belong anywhere? Or am I just
            an aberration? Am I the only person in the world who feels out of place everywhere they go?
         

         
         

         Enter: New York City. Fall 2020. A fantastic place to feel like you don’t belong while everyone else is pretending as though
            they do.
         

         
         

         My first New York City apartment was a fifth-story Upper West Side walk-up that my best friends from college already lived in (they’d graduated a year earlier). As far as fictional depictions of moving to New York City go, I was a regular Hannah Horvath from Girls (though I lusted after a Carrie Bradshaw closet with a Samantha Jones attitude and a Charlotte York apartment). If you haven’t
            watched Girls, you can just picture a puffy, annoying freshly twenty-two-year-old transplant with larger-than-life artistic dreams who
            is prone to making terrible decisions. At this point in our story, I’d decided that Katie Couric should watch out, because
            I was going to become this world’s next big female journalist.
         

         
         

         A lot of times, according to my Twitter feed of fellow down-on-their-luck artists, when you’re feeling lost or shit out of
            luck in your career, you go to grad school. I half fit that bill. I was certainly lost, but not necessarily shit out of luck
            in my career yet—I was only twenty-two years old, an infant in adult years. But I’d been accepted to Columbia University’s
            masters in journalism program, and at this point I figured if I could become a lifestyle journalist or an essayist, I’d be
            in a decent position to eventually acquire a book deal—which was my Big Goal™. A Big Goal is so lofty, so elusive, so far-reaching
            that you cannot even fully grasp it yourself. When you have a Big Goal, you might be in the habit of setting smaller goals
            that could be stepping stones to achieving the big one. I applied for a loan, saved exactly enough money for a year of rent with a few thousand dollars in an emergency fund, packed my things, and got a ride from my mom to New York, New York, to move in. Everyone remembers the address of their first New York City apartment. It’s like losing your virginity or celebrating your twenty-first birthday—a moment in time, seared inside the invisible locket you wear around your neck. That is one thing that’ll always be yours. That address where you knew nothing about life and life knew nothing about you. 

         
         

         Our laundromat was conveniently located across the street, four of us shared one bathroom, and my room was nine hundred dollars
            a month. The only catch was my bedroom didn’t have windows, but that was okay; my parents’ old wooden desk fit perfectly in
            the spacious living room, between my roommate’s guinea pig cage and Lizzie’s crafting table. Lizzie and I did Beachbody at-home
            workouts in the living room before I went to school. We watched SVU on the couch at night. There was this place down the street that did gluten-free bagels pretty well. There was the walk to
            Columbia for classes, bags of salted almonds, Hinge matches to reply to, and orientations to attend. There was an eerie solitude
            to being so young in buildings so ancient and hulking, playing the part of the journalism student
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