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		A Note from the Author

		Interviews for Slouching Toward Adulthood were conducted during 2010 and 2011. Since then, some people have moved, quit jobs, started jobs or graduate school or businesses, married, had babies, given up yoga, and so on. Also, in a few cases an interviewee has requested that the author not reveal his or her real name, surname, or identifying details, and the author has honored those requests. An asterisk (*) indicates a changed name.
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		Chapter 1

		A PUBLIC DISPLAY OF REFLECTION

		
			Everyone is kneaded out of the same dough but not baked in the same oven.

			—Yiddish proverb

		

		The clock struck noon. It was a weekday, bright and shiny. I gently knocked. “It’s late—sweetie, shouldn’t you be getting up?”

		A few minutes later, Sweetie staggered out of his childhood bedroom in boxers, stubble, and a Beastie Boys T-shirt cherished since tenth grade. Five months before, Jed had moved back home after a two-year postcollege spin working at a San Francisco record label. A few months earlier the plans for my son to open an East Coast branch of the company had fizzled—not that this development appeared to have cramped his style. A weekly unemployment check was financing more late-night eating and drinking than my husband and I had done in the last two decades.

		“How’s the job hunt?” I asked as he leisurely munched his bagel and paged through a magazine.

		Mumble, mumble.

		“No, really, how’s it going?”

		“Fine.”

		“What does that mean?”

		This time I got the same look I received years before when I’d heard our son had his first girlfriend. “Who is she?” I’d asked, stoked with motherly glee.

		“I release that information on a need-to-know basis,” Jed answered, “and you have no need to know.”

		As Sweetie sat across from me at the breakfast table, I realized that You Can’t Go Home Again wasn’t on my son’s English major syllabus.

		All around us, sometimes in our own homes, we see young, well-educated Americans postponing full maturity and its attendant responsibilities. The beloved offspring to which I refer is most likely well over a decade into deodorant, partnered sex, and, depending on gender, tampons or even Rogaine. He or she is way past having earned the legal right to vote, defend our country, drive, maintain private medical records, enter into a contract, marry, smoke, go to jail, and—if he or she has hit twenty-five—rent a car or be elected to Congress. If a parent of such a person tweaks the hair and clothes, when her loving eyes gaze upon this child she may see some version of herself or her partner at the same age. This 2.0 reflection may look down on the reader, literally, from a greater height or have boobs that are a cup or two bigger—or perhaps it just seems that way, with her décolletage so often on display. There might be tattoos and tongue studs, but given Brazilians, landing strips, and manscaping, there’s possibly not much pubic hair, although the parent prefers not to think about that.

		Who are these people sandwiching a chunky stage between adolescence and adulthood, these individuals who resemble adults but aren’t, exactly? The Margaret Mead who lurks within every parent can’t help but notice curious discrepancies between the boy or girl under consideration and the grown-up we swear we were at the same age. We’ve come to think of “adults” as people who “settle down.” Adults are financially independent and fiscally solvent, albeit usually with debt and a mortgage, usually tethered to a steady job or its reasonable facsimile. Trust fund kids never have seemed very adult, even—like Brooke Astor’s greedy old baby—when they’re eighty.

		An adult isn’t in a state of constant improvisation. An adult isn’t shackled to his or her mother or father by cell phone or purse strings or both in a three-legged race toward an undecided destination. An adult doesn’t crave constant stroking from Mom and Dad.

		In the eyes of most real grown-ups, a random five- or ten-year slice of adulthood does not include going to school, taking a break, going to school again—possibly again and again—starting a job, starting another job, moving in with Mom and Dad, traveling here and traveling there, taking out loans, borrowing from the parents, and imbibing their grandparents’ cocktails while accumulating credit card debt and purchasing cunning yet quickly replaced electronics.

		Adults tend not to post their romantic status online, pulling back the curtains on their private life and publicizing intimate secrets. They don’t fall in and out of love so many times they need Excel to track the relationships before they start to serially cohabitate, postponing marriage, kids, and getting fully established at jobs, much less careers. Adults may have sucked up the fizzy best seller Eat, Pray, Love, but they don’t see Elizabeth Gilbert, its author, as their north star as they wing off for extended stays in Italy, India, and Indonesia. These young adventurers may also be unaware that Gilbert followed Eat, Pray, Love with Committed, where the author defends matrimony in pointillist detail. Adults feel that usually by the mid-thirties, they need to stop—and here I use the technical term—farting around.

		WHERE WANDERING BEGINS

		The road separating today’s adult from yesterday’s starts to diverge when parents drop off Jenny or Josh at college. For most of today’s parents this is uncharted territory and not only because of Adderall replacing LSD, the unisex dorms and bathrooms, and the comfortably out same-sex relationships and transgender students. After visiting well over a dozen campuses during high school—Hogwarts, if the parents could afford it—taking thousands of dollars’ worth of Sisyphean test prep courses, and perhaps enjoying a jolly gap year in a faraway land, most American kids from solidly middle-class and upper-middle-class families enroll in an institution of higher learning. Every September, you can hear a transcontinental sigh as moms and dads among the privileged, anxious classes articulate immense relief, glad to be exorcised of their itchy need to deliver a droning loop about safety schools and U.S. News & World Report rankings, boring even themselves.

		Mom and Dad accompany their newly minted first-years (“freshman” is 1969 pre-feminist Neanderthal argot and even “frosh” has landed in the linguistic compost heap) to a campus. There, they unload many, many boxes, perhaps ordered with the help of Bed, Bath & Beyond’s “Shop for College” service, where millions of college students quiz themselves to determine their decorating style and scrutinize a list of “recommended” products so they can mesh purchases with their roommates. Eventually families depart, perhaps after attending a misty ceremony designed to encourage Mom and Dad to bid their chickadee good-bye. Parents may delude themselves into thinking they are leaving kids to learn to fight their own battles—college is a growth experience!—and bushwhack through administrative obfuscation in order to land a coveted spot in Kick-Ass Poets 101. With that, Mom and Dad take their first deep, cleansing breath in eighteen years, and generally celebrate by having sex.

		Some students major in something solid, graduate, and hop onto the hamster wheel to high-powered jobs, destination weddings, early parenthood, and homes furnished from Design Within Reach, West Elm, and CB2. That’s the sunny side of today’s America.

		The underbelly of family life is that in what seems like seven minutes, for many other students—perhaps the brother or sister of the oft-extolled young person pictured above—floats a concept. College may not be the promised land, no matter that the particular school he is attending was his first-choice “reach,” salivated over for three years while the school’s Web site home page served as his computer wallpaper. No biggie. He’ll transfer or meander along on the five- or six-year plan, possibly with a junior year in Zimbabwe.

		Most boomer parents graduated after four years. If they hadn’t, their parents—adults feared as much as respected—would have followed through on threats that scared the nonexistent sunscreen right off them. But it currently takes the average college student 4.5 years to get a bachelor’s degree, and six-year stays have become routine—on top of red-shirting boys to start kindergarten a year late to allow them time to earn their chops on the T-ball diamond and grab an edge. This adds two or more full years—and sometimes staggering expense—for boomer parents to have dependent kids. That is, if students graduate. The United States now has the highest college dropout rate in the industrialized world, reports the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.

		Tuition and fees at private, nonprofit colleges and universities have increased more than 4 percent per year for the last several years: at press time, Bates College in Lewiston, Maine—to throw a dart and see where we land—charges parents more than $50,000 a year in tuition. Less expensive state schools add up, too: Penn State in State College, Pennsylvania, costs approximately $15,000 a year for in-state students. If parents aren’t footing the bills, accumulated tuition becomes the adultescents’ albatross: for the class of 2011, the student loan burden is close to $27,000. Adjusted for inflation, according to the National Center for Education Statistics, the cost of a public four-year degree nearly doubled between 1964 and 2009.

		Longer stays in college grow partly from students wandering from major to major. Who wants to go to dental school when there are movies to write and direct? Snookums, how do you become a writer of screenplays or director of films, asks the sheepish parent. Snookums proceeds to accuse Mom and Dad of being bourgeois enough to suggest that college is about preparing for a job, not learning for learning’s sake and/or finding himself. At this point many parents retreat, chastened, just as some students announce that they will go beyond reversing direction to dropping out of the college they walked on water to enter. A conservatory or culinary school! Playing professional poker! Becoming an organic farmer! Keeping bees! Why not? They don’t require organic chemistry suffered through in a baccalaureate year, necessary to qualify for veterinary, dental, or medical school.

		As parents watch the seeds of academic and social arrhythmia being sown, they start to wonder if in some way they enabled their kid’s difficulty in finding himself and settling on a plan. Yes, I’m talking to you. Okay, me, too. Let’s all be accountable; the fact that the term “enabled” hadn’t joined everyday speech when baby boomer parents were the age our children are now is no excuse. And don’t tell me you didn’t realize WTF you were doing. Hey, you text. OMG, you were not born yesterday but probably in that buoyant post–WWII era.

		But enough about you, or for that matter, them—our kids. Let’s talk about the way things used to be. Let’s talk about me, yet another poster girl for baby boomers.

		ME, ME, TYPICAL BOOMER ME

		I’m old enough to remember lusting after Sweet Baby James, who before God took his hair, had it hanging down to his shoulders. I’m young enough to be glad I dodged the napalm of heavy-duty sexual harassment and my mother’s bullet bras, though I’m sorry I missed Elvis on Ed Sullivan. My deepest desire is that a mysterious benefactor will endow me with a gift certificate for whatever cosmetic surgery my heart desires and face requires. I still lace up my sneakers and “run.” This makes me feel sprightly and virtuous until I hear, “On your left, ma’am” as every other person on the track passes me.

		Sobering, all this, until I remind myself that I, too, lived with my significant other before we married, just as both my sons live with girlfriends. I actually married my guy, though our wedding didn’t require a planner, nor did I have a bachelorette party in Cabo San Lucas that my girlfriends had to spend $2,000 to attend. In the seventies, life was simpler. Someone did throw me a shower. I received an electric knife I mistakenly tossed in the trash, a Salton hot tray I still use, and a fondue pot that I regret I sold at a yard sale for three bucks now that they cost $370 at Williams-Sonoma. For my wedding, all our college friends chipped in and bought us sleeping bags from Abercrombie & Fitch before the store rebranded and became, in the words of musician-writer David Byrne, “a kind of homoerotic, fascist chic outpost,” where young Europeans queue up in the rain outside its darkened windows to load up on $48 flip-flops.

		I digress. People my age do that. Drives our kids crazy, although it sometimes seems as if their entire postcollege lives are a digression. They don’t want to hear about how it used to be at twenty-two or thirty-four. I tell them anyway.

		After receiving a bachelor’s degree from a Big Ten university, I visited a faraway city and was lucky enough to quickly find a job. Then again, I’d prepared for that position—it was at a magazine—by reporting for and editing newspapers during junior high, high school, college, and summer jobs. I could write an obituary of a hog farmer named Olaf in my sleep. After I received a postcollege job offer, I returned to my parents’ home in Fargo, North Dakota—a place I never lived in again—to pack up my wardrobe, which fit into one wheel-less suitcase, then flew back east and started work the following Monday. I didn’t own any electronics, just a manual typewriter that had been my high school graduation present and a hair dryer twice the size of my butt. A handful of college classmates were still living off their dads’ credit cards—no one had their own yet—and getting their rents subsidized, but I supported myself, as did most young adults (which is how we thought of ourselves) with shy pride on my own dainty salary. Not that I had a choice. This is what my parents budgeted for and expected. I never questioned this fact of life.

		I wasn’t mature. What I was: eager to be grown up and I faked it till I felt it. A year later, I married my college boyfriend, who’d replaced my roommate, who moved in with her boyfriend. Not that I had any business getting married. Robert and I hadn’t thought through marriage at all. We were harebrained and clueless and, above all, young, although I was older at marriage than many of my high school friends or my younger sister, who two years later married during college. When I got pregnant in my mid-twenties, it was not considered young.

		Are the almost-adult people wandering now because their parents were children when they had them? Just a thought. Have we grown up yet? We can chew on that one till the flavor is all gone.

		The twenty-three-year-old hubby and I are still married. Imagine. By yesterday’s standards, this stability is normal; by today’s, boring and batty. Recently, when a new friend of one of my sons realized that Rob and I were both the original, still-married parents of our child, he looked so gobsmacked I felt as if I’d stumbled out of a diorama at the Museum of Natural History.

		I’m working in the same occupation, more or less, that I picked in fourth grade. Such a protracted attention span devoted to one professional pursuit makes the eyes glaze over in many people in their twenties and thirties, who find the concept of a lifetime commitment to a career field as stultifying as they do inconceivable. Not that there’s much of a chance they’ll do the same. Whatever the major—history, political science, or gender and sexuality studies with a minor in West African dance—a great many of the undergraduates I know barely looked for a job after they got bachelor’s degrees. Instead, they flew off to a foreign country to teach English and eventually logged two or more years in victory laps at law school, business school, or garden-variety grad school, ensuring that they or their parents are on the hook for five figures’ worth of student loans. With advanced degrees in hand, they may not be all that enthralled being a lawyer, a businessman, or a master—assuming that in this jobless-recovery economy they can find paid work. It continues to seem as if a whole generation is chasing a handful of opportunities. But no matter. They’ll deal with that…later.

		I hear you protesting. Some boomers we know and love—maybe you—have behaved in exactly the way I’ve described back in the day of be-ins and elephant bell bottoms. They dabbled with this or that and enjoyed the glitter of possibility before they fully engaged in a field about which they felt passionate, committed, or at least stuck with. We often call them creative, even eccentric, those charming exceptions with their libertarian jitterbug. But while I mean no offense to the freer spirits of the world—older baby boomers did get their summer of love—their collective squawks have ultimately never been vociferous enough to register on the Richter scale as a youthquake that changed society’s norms. It’s only now that what used to be considered less than conventional—postponing financial independence, jobs, marriage, a hovel of one’s own—has become the norm for a great many Americans aged twenty-two to thirty-five.

		When boomers were twenty-two to thirty-five and chose to go rogue, they joined the Peace Corps or, as my older brother did, Volunteers for Service to America (VISTA), a precursor to AmeriCorps started by the government in the 1960s to help fight poverty. Less idealistic young people may have mooched off of friends, squatting in grubby apartments. Rarely did these escapades, earnest or otherwise, last for more than a year or two. Rarely were they financed by parents. In 1960, about 70 percent of thirty-year-olds had become financially independent, moved away from home, gotten married, and started a family. By 2000, that number had dwindled to less than 40 percent. Now, every other kid you meet—a hefty slice of the pie chart—seems to fall into a loosey-goosey pattern, earnestly yet erratically finding his or her way, stuck at home in his old bedroom with the Star Wars posters or simply resistant to responsibility. In a significant shift in the zeitgeist, many, many people in their twenties or early thirties are wandering—if not literally, then psychically.

		TWENTY-EIGHT IS THE NEW NINETEEN

		A few years ago op-ed columnist David Brooks of the New York Times, with typical eloquence, observed, “There used to be four common life phases: childhood, adolescence, adulthood and old age. Now, there are at least six: childhood, adolescence, odyssey, adulthood, active retirement and old age. Of the new ones, the least understood is odyssey, the decade of wandering that frequently occurs between adolescence and adulthood.…There is every reason to think this phase will grow more pronounced in the coming years.”

		Something new and big is afoot and it’s making parents edgy. We get that today’s world is complicated. Twenty-eight is the new nineteen, quips psychologist Dr. Darryl Cross, citing British research that found that adolescence starts earlier than we thought—at eight—and lasts until at least twenty-eight. “Parents have not caught up to the fact that these changes are occurring and how to deal with them.”

		Months after I started my own research on this book, the New York Times Magazine published a lengthy feature, “What Is It About 20-Somethings?” For weeks it animated e-mail in-boxes. Parents sent it to kids and one another, and kids did the same. Bloggers of all ages feasted on the article. “Now safely eight months out of my twenties, I can look back at the past decade during which I lived in rural Arizona, rural Pennsylvania, three towns in the Berkshires, four neighborhoods of Boston, and New York City; worked as a holistic health counselor, Hebrew teacher, journalist, mountain bike leader, yoga instructor, backpacking leader, health food store cashier, farmer, editor, staff writer and writing instructor, and enjoyed a handful of committed relationships and many more handfuls of non-committed ones—with grateful distance,” Gila Lyons posted. “I couldn’t drive through a trailer park without being overcome with the need to live alone in a double-wide, and I couldn’t pass through the suburbs without envisioning myself in an apron happily baking brownies for a backyard full of kids.”

		The Times’ piece built on the considerable research of Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, a psychology professor at Clark University who has coined the term “emerging adulthood.” Arnett maintains that today’s patterns are analogous to what happened in the last century, when social and economic upheaval created a stage that became known as adolescence, which most people today assume was always part of our vernacular. The Times’ reporting explored developmental psychology and how the brain matures (s-l-o-w-l-y), which brings to mind the thought that with their gray matter a work in progress, perhaps young people can’t be expected to act like adults.

		The piece raised many questions. “With life spans stretching into the ninth decade, is it better for young people to experiment in their 20s before making choices they’ll have to live with for more than half a century?” Robin Marantz Henig, the author, wondered. “Or is adulthood now so malleable, with marriage and unemployment options constantly being reassessed, that young people would be better off just getting started on something, or else they’ll never catch up, consigned to remain always a few steps behind the early bloomers? Is emerging adulthood a rich and varied period for self-discovery, as Arnett says it is? Or is it just another term for self-indulgence?”

		Undoubtedly one of the most profound factors affecting what’s happening now in our country is the economy, to which the Times gave only a nod. There are so many changes, so much misery and flux. Home prices may be tumbling, but the status of the real estate bubble is irrelevant if you don’t have a job and/or money squirreled away for a down payment and mortgage. Twenty-two percent of young people between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four said they’ve been turned down for a mortgage, loan, or credit card in the past year, according to a survey from FindLaw.com, a legal marketing and information site. That’s double the percentage of any other age group in the survey. As a result, many young people are now moving home to save on rent. The Census Bureau tells us that more and more adult children are moving back home. Between 2005 and 2011, the percentage of men aged twenty-five to thirty-four living with Mom and Dad rose from 14 percent to 19 percent—nearly one in five—while the number of female children living at home went from 8 percent to 10 percent over the same time period.

		“This is not just a rotten moment to be young,” writes Noreen Malone, twenty-seven, in an October 2011 New York magazine cover story, “The Kids Are Actually Sort of Alright.” “It’s a putrid, stinking, several-months-old-stringy-goat-meat moment to be young…. [W]e find ourselves living among the scattered ashes and spilled red wine and broken glass from a party we watched in our pajamas, peering down the stairs at the grown-ups.“

		Is it generous—or foolhardy—of parents to open their arms for returning offspring at a point when the older generation might also be supporting elderly parents or be well advised to start thinking of their own future financial needs? Add that to the list of questions. Meanwhile, the kids are back or may never have left. Maybe they can’t leave because of heavy student loans, which soon will exceed a trillion dollars.

		Parents may be fine with children being buffered by a certain level of emotional insulation between graduation and adult life, and many are not necessarily displeased by their kids’ choices. I disagree with Dave Eggers, author of the best seller A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, who wrote that “the lives of people in their early twenties…are very difficult to make interesting, even when they seemed interesting to those living with them at the time.” There is much to admire about our kids and their friends—their kindness, compassion, brains, humor, cocktails, far superior way of dancing, and technological facility along with much of their music, blogosphere, and comedic movies. I could watch The Hangover twenty times straight in one weekend.

		If they and we are lucky, the generation to which we’ve given birth may live longer than we will: according to the Centers for Disease Control, the average life expectancy of someone born in 1950 is 68.2, whereas for a child born in 1980 the prediction is 73.7, and many families boast notably long-lived exceptions. My father lived to ninety-two. My mother-in-law is going strong at eighty-seven, throwing parties and taking herself on her first trip to Paris. Life expectancy at birth increased to 78.2 years in 2009, up from 78 years in 2008. Given more years on earth, maybe it’s fine for younger people to raise a glass of barrel-aged bourbon and set cruise control for ten m.p.h.

		Perhaps the drifting we see is also a sensible response to contingencies our children can’t control. The big, bad real world we’ve helped to create for them in which to live as adults is a mess. The only thing a kid can be certain of is uncertainty and catastrophic federal debt. While boomers have raised their children with the best intentions, their carbon footprint has bloated and blood pressure risen as we’ve acquired stress, McMansions, gas-guzzling cars, basal cell melanomas, and a glut of possessions we don’t need for which we’ve had to work longer hours than we’d like. What part does guilt play in our postcollege parenting? Even though our children have always been closest to our hearts, we have felt guilty as working mothers, or guilty as business-trip warriors, or guilty as observers of the fact that all our protests, donations, and marches to make the world a better place seem to have ended in a society with bigger class divisions, a disappearing ozone, and economic meltdowns. It’s hard to turn to our child and say, as a responsible citizen, and with a final handshake as he walks out the parental door with his new BA, “Look at the paradise we’ve created for you.”

		We try to demonstrate support—dammit, that’s the kind of parents we’ve prided ourselves on being! But while we’re evidencing supersensitivity we’re also coming unglued, because in many of our children we aren’t seeing clear direction, only delay. We always expected that it might take our children a bit longer than it took us to get “there.” But now, along with the ghost of Gertrude Stein, we wonder, is there any there there and where is there, anyway? Near the Maldives? Micronesia? Anyone?

		Boomers are a fairly goal-oriented generation. We grew our hair and smoked our dope. Then we got jobs, families, bunions, mortgages, cataracts, and migraines. We raised children and educated them, often at schools we never could have gotten into ourselves. And let’s admit it: whether we could afford to or not, we’ve spoiled kids to an unprecedented degree in human history.

		Part of the indulgence has come in the form of stuff—clothes and shoes, sports and music equipment, electronics and computers. Some has been in experiences—lavish and frequent family vacations, big-ticket summer camps, and tours to visit colleges here, there, and everywhere. But much has been psychic, stroking our kids’ egos with so much puffery that recent research points to young people becoming praise addicts who’d rather hear an accolade than have sex or eat their favorite food. Social scientists’ data has shown that more young people see themselves as important or likeable than years ago. Grade-point averages have improved as the numbers of hours spent studying have declined, and teachers, perhaps influenced by parents, have done their share of stroking. High school students are getting more credits for taking advanced placement courses but are not scoring higher on standardized tests. The author of the book Generation Me, Jean Twenge, has found that a growing percentage of incoming college students have rated themselves “above average” in social and intellectual self-confidence compared with students in the 1960s, causing academics to wonder if we’ve bred a souped-up, antibiotic-resistant virus of overconfidence, not confidence. Intellectual confidence may be an illusion bolstered by grade inflation. According to Twenge and other academics who published a worldwide study in 2011 on this subject in the British journal Self and Identity, in 1966 only 19 percent of college students who were surveyed earned an A or A- average in high school, compared with 48 percent in 2009. Today’s students enter college on a cloud of narcissism.

		With the wisdom of hindsight, we saw our kids start to wander—and even encouraged it. With a soft heart, we tried to insulate them from hardship or at least everyday discomfort, failure, and struggle. We patiently talked through every choice and sorrow while we curated files on worthwhile, recherché programs because we were convinced that we’d spawned the next Mother Teresa, not just a daughter who rents Bollywood movies.

		But who anticipated that kids’ wanderings would last for years? Who anticipated that it might never end?

		When my nephew graduated from Brown University and started a job the following Monday, his sister—who is a few years younger—rolled her eyes and said, “Zach can’t wait to be an adult.” It was not a compliment. One of the hottest comic strips today is Dustin, starring an unmarried, unemployed twenty-three-year-old who lives at home with his parents.

		Mothers and fathers are confounded. Many of us were influenced by The Hurried Child: Growing Up Too Fast Too Soon, Dr. David Elkind’s landmark book arguing for the preservation of childhood. Let kids be kids! “We do our children harm when we hurry them through childhood” is the essence of Elkind’s theory. “Hurried children are forced to take on the physical, psychological and social trappings of adulthood before they are prepared to deal with them.…Growth into personhood in our contemporary society takes time and cannot be hurried. When children are pressured to grow up fast, important achievements are skipped or bypassed, which can give rise to serious problems later.”

		I respected this book many years ago and the twenty-fifth-anniversary edition published in 2006 is still selling briskly. “The contemporary parent dwells in a pressure-cooker of competing demands, transition, role changes, personal or professional uncertainties over which he or she exerts slight direction,” Dr. Elkind observed. “By hurrying children to grow up, treating them as adults, we hope to remove a portion of our worry…(and) harm our children in doing so.”

		Perhaps it’s turned out that all we’ve done is postpone our worry. I’m wondering if a generation of parents wasn’t a little too zealous in drinking Elkind’s brand of well-intentioned Kool-Aid and, as long as we’re doing revisionist parenting, if a dose of Tiger Mother hurrying and harassing wouldn’t have been in order—and isn’t in order even now. We have the backs of this group of exceptionally cool people we love, but we want to figure them out. Is this a crisis—as our own parents said, “Little kids, little problems; big kids, big problems”?

		WHO ARE THE WANDERERS?

		Since the designation of “adult” doesn’t yet fit the wanderers, what shall we call the postadolescent, off-the-old-grid kid traveling through today’s wander years? Just as the word “teenager” didn’t join our patois until the 1940s, I say it’s time to introduce a name that the wander years’ crowd can own.

		Since this gang admires mixologists and logs a lot of time in cocktail lounges, I considered “adultini.” “Adult-adjacent” was also on my short hit list, as was the spot-on British “kidult.” I also considered the “Y-the-Fuck-Not-Generation,” in honor of the Y Generation born between approximately 1975 and 1990. Dr. Arnett’s term, “emerging adult,” has garnered a following, but plenty of these young people are thoroughly stuck, not showing the most remote signs of emerging,

		I’m picking “adultescent.” Not to go all wonk on you, but by my definition an adultescent includes Americans twenty-two to thirty-five caught between adolescence and adulthood in an exploration that seems to go on forever, not unlike the Rolling Stones. Dr. Arnett speaks of the “thirty-year deadline.” If only. After my research, that endpoint strikes me as overly optimistic.

		I arbitrarily put the cutoff of adultescence at thirty-five, not because of any magical or critical thinking, but because I find it simply too dreary to think that someone past thirty-five is anything but an adult. Thirty-five—and definitely forty—is also the beginning of middle age, when you buy a pair of reading glasses and shift your focus more toward your limitations than your potential. And according to census data the median age of the United States is now 37.2—there are as many people over that age as under it. Our country is approaching middle age.

		I’m not a sociologist, a psychologist, or, God help me, a self-help-book Barbie who with lapidary precision and a wagging finger tells others how to live. In this book, I promised myself not to even think about using the word “cohort,” since I am not a formal social critic of any sort but merely a mother, contaminated by curiosity, who believes that if you see something, you say something.

		For the last year, in a humble way, I have talked to other parents—fellow baby boomers, usually—as well as numerous American adultescents across the country and abroad with the hope of understanding what’s going on. I have observed young people taking paths far different from the ones trod by their parents—and certainly not at all like mine. I’ve met people both delighted with their status quo as well as those who have, on occasion, been gnawed and spit out by the Jaws of Life. I’ve also met more than a few solid young people who, when they heard about the wander years as a concept, went apeshit with envy, because they thought it sounded like a lot more fun to live for the foreseeable future in Thailand than be an actuary in Arkansas.

		As I’ve taken my own journalistic wander year, I have tried hard not to be judgmental. With me as your sherpa, I invite you along as I offer up my à la carte observations on how adultescents, overwhelmed by choice, seek and find adventure, here and abroad; move back home because they have no way to make rent; crave attention and often cash from parents, whom they frequently ask to help them move from place to place; create a mess; rack up debt; develop attitudes about money; imbibe Mad Men cocktails and the occasional prescription drug; get jobs only to quit them to start businesses or do good; postpone marriage and childbirth; have babies without partners—and more.

		As Jane Eyre said, “This…will be thought cool language by persons who entertain solemn doctrines about the angelic nature of children…but I am not writing to flatter parental egotism, to echo cant, or prop up humbug; I am merely telling the truth.”

		“And your point is?” you ask. My goal is to capture a moment and to reflect our time. Make of it what you will. If you are a wandering adultescent, you already know you’re not alone. If you are a parent of such an adultescent, you may not realize how much company you have.

	
		Chapter 2

		CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE

		
			My dad used to say that we’d all wind up working for “C” students. Joke’s on you, Dad. I’m never getting a job!

			—Anonymous

		

		The first mega semi-independent decision that lays the ground for adultescence is “picking” a college. Until then, angst-y parents have engineered most of the big loop-de-loop choices for their budding scholar: red-shirting their child so that by holding him back from starting kindergarten, he’d get ahead; moving to the suburb with the highest SAT scores; gerrymandering within local school districts to wriggle into the primo public school or, at the very least, finagling for a better teacher, all with the hope of breeding and grooming their own thoroughbred. Come high school, the same parents dedicate countless dollars and endless travel miles to campus visits. Next, why not file as many as twenty college applications at $50 to $75 a pop? The fantasy, after all, is to try to make the “perfect” choice without too many family members winding up under the care of a psychopharmacologist.

		The kid gets in. Somewhere. You’d think this is the end, that everyone can exhale, but for the wander years, it’s really the beginning, because this is when choice explodes into a thousand splinters.

		Once in college, a student’s decision making picks up steam and intensity. Sorority/fraternity or not? This roommate or that? Dorm or apartment? By junior year, a major must be declared: Bachelor of Arts in Peace and Conflict, anyone? Sociology of Fashion, Magic, Historical Clothing? These are legit alternatives at fine institutions, and if you can’t find a ready-made major, almost one thousand four-year colleges and universities allow a student to blend his or her own bespoke smoothie: Collective Cognition Studies, let’s say, an academic mix tape of computer science, philosophy, psychology, and biology. That is, if Molecular Biology and Art Practice isn’t more “you.” For many adultescents, life has become a high-calorie pupu platter of possibilities so beyond the ken of Mom and Dad that parents can’t even resent that they never got to try most of the options.

		Once you get into college, it’s a place where if you don’t want to study hard, you usually don’t have to. Type “college essay” or “term paper” into a search engine, and you can buy a paper—on “emerging adulthood,” for example. Emerging adults have reached a step up from childhood but are not yet ready to fully take on adult responsibilities. This part of life is open to many new experiences which can be very good for the morality of this upcoming generation of adults. I give this paper a C–.

		“For all my sons”—there are three, now in their mid-twenties—“college was mostly one long party,” says Andrea Brockman, DDS, a Philadelphia dentist in practice with her husband. “My youngest, Peter, is twenty-four, and still is in the party. His dream is to be a rock star. Meanwhile, he works at Starbucks. I think he should have a better-paying job or go back to school and find a career path. In a year I’ll say, ‘It’s time. Make a decision.’ Meanwhile we’re still paying all his bills, because he can’t afford health insurance or a cell phone and school loans.”

		Peter’s brothers have drifted but landed, Andrea announces with fingers crossed. After college Seth wanted to start a business, then the economy went south and he couldn’t get loans, so he returned to school. Now he’s teaching science in an inner-city school, “struggling, but he’s stopped the party.” Jamey got downsized out of a corporate job. He’s studying accounting.

		In college, neither Seth nor Jamey, both liberal arts majors, took education or accounting courses. “My husband and I wanted our kids to get a well-rounded education, which would have included learning about business—basic marketing and accounting. But we discovered that unless you major in these things, you can’t get into the courses,” complains Andrea. “Then you graduate and all of a sudden find there are no jobs. This turns into disillusionment, which turns into partying with your friends in the same situation.” Which turns into not much.

		While Andrea vents about inflexible college curriculums, she also points out that her sons felt no incentive to excel at school because they lacked a plan that required them to earn good grades. “My husband and I knew we were going to professional school so we had to work hard, but our kids didn’t feel that pressure. When I was twenty-four, I was engaged and had an advanced degree and a profession.” While gnashing her teeth, Andrea blames herself. “I didn’t press my kids to pick a path with a job at the end of it. These days I give them advice all the time…and see the curtain come down. Any discoveries they’re making, they’re making on their own.”

		FORGET PLAN B. THERE ISN’T PLAN A.

		Who are we, if not the sum of our decisions? Yet as an authority on weighing the pros and cons of decision making, I realize I, boomer lady, do not possess what Henry James in The Portrait of a Lady referred to as “a roving disposition.” Depending on your point of view, I have been dully unimaginative or laser-focused regarding job direction, remaining monogamous to an idea I hatched in fourth grade, to model my work life on the most intriguing woman with a paycheck I stumbled upon in the Upper Midwest tundra, Sheena of the Daily Planet, Lois Lane.

		Following this dogged reporter’s lead, I wrote for school newspapers. This led to summers at the Forum, my Fargo, North Dakota, newspaper. At college, between the teargas, the ironing of my hair, and the moonlighting at the Wisconsin State Journal, I covertly mailed résumés to national news and fashion magazines. During spring break of junior year, I skulked off to New York City, where most magazines get born, to job hunt. Harper’s Bazaar offered me a copywriter’s position. This would have been a get-out-of-jail-free card that allowed me to bypass a standard entry-level job as a dedicated slave to a 1970s Miranda Priestly, but I stewed about not getting a college diploma, declined the offer, and returned to my university to finish up a degree, although I didn’t attend my graduation. No one I knew did. We collectively donated the cap-and-gown fee to a student defense fund for antiwar protestors who’d been jailed. For men at that time, the draft had been a volatile factor. The outcome of a lottery in 1969 left guys I knew who’d scored low numbers frantically asking hometown doctors to write letters citing medical problems that would yield a deferment. You never heard about more asthma and life-threatening cat allergies in your life. But within a few years, the Vietnam War started to wind down, and the moment of frenzy passed. Every man I knew got some sort of regular job or started graduate school, often after a trip, usually to Europe.

		Following graduation I, too, took a summer swing through Europe, par for most boomers. My own trip, which I financed through money I’d saved from jobs the four previous summers, ended in New York City, where I interviewed at a few publishing companies. A magazine offered me a job. The salary was $90 a week, and no, I

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OEBPS/font/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
“Hilarious ... . should be required reading for today’s parents and young adults.”
—AMY CHUA, author of BATTLE HYMN OF THE TIGER MOTHER

With a New
Introduction

HOW TO LET 60 SO YOUR KIDS CAN GROW UP
SALLY KOSLOW

author of THE WIDOW WALTZ





OEBPS/image/PlumeLogoNew.jpg





