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“This book is the queer, fat girl rom-com of my dreams! Plus-size fashion, a fat girl falling in love, nuanced friendships, and cheeseburgers! Did I mention cheeseburgers?”

—Julie Murphy, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Dumplin’

“The Summer of Jordi Perez is a confectionary delight. From lovely romantic date nights to secret makeout sessions to utterly relatable friend drama, this is the happy queer-girl romance I’ve been longing for since I knew enough to long for happy queer-girl romance.”

—Robin Talley, New York Times bestselling author of Lies We Tell Ourselves

“You’ll want to go shopping with Abby. You’ll obsessively need to sample every cheeseburger in town. You might even plan a foodie-fashion-fun times vacation in L.A. But most importantly, you’ll fall in love with The Summer of Jordi Perez. Just like I did.”

—Gretchen McNeil, author of Ten and I’m Not Your Manic Pixie Dream Girl
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In memory of my father, Mark Spalding


Dear Ms. Goldman,

Thank you so much for the opportunity to apply for the internship position at your store. I’ve been obsessed with Lemonberry since the first time I shopped there! I love buying locally, which luckily in Atwater Village is easy because there are so many great neighborhood spots.

But while I love coffee from Kaldi and pastries from Bon Vivant, Lemonberry is my favorite. You might assume I’m only saying this because I want the internship, but I said this constantly before I even knew about the internship program. I’m so used to walking into adorable clothing boutiques only to find out that nothing fits me since my size falls above the range of “average,” apparently.

At Lemonberry, though, that’s never the case. I love having just as many amazing and unique looks to choose from as anyone else. Right now, I’m on a budget, so many of the pieces in my wardrobe were bought at chain stores at the Galleria and Americana. But I dream about Lemonberry dresses, and my parents actually got me one for my last birthday.

I don’t just dream of great dresses, though; I plan to work in fashion. I’m not yet sure where that will lead; sometimes I want to be a stylist, sometimes an editorial director who revitalizes an old-school magazine, and sometimes a buyer for anything from a teeny boutique to a giant department store. Last week Tess Holliday was my hero, and this week it’s Jenna Lyons. What doesn’t change is how much I love fashion and style.

I run a blog called +style, which focuses on plus size fashion but also covers more general fashion news and plenty of subjects (like bags and jewelry) that appeal to people of any size. In the year and a half since I launched, I’ve gained thousands of followers and even more on Instagram. +style has been featured in a variety of online fashion coverage, including being named one of The Cut’s 10 Plus Size Fashion Sites to Read.

My application is attached. Again, I’m very grateful for this opportunity, and would love to learn and be inspired by you and your store and designs.

Sincerely,

Abby Ives


CHAPTER 1

In modern love stories, our heroines all seem to have something in common. No, not an adorably decorated apartment in the big city, a conveniently timed meet cute with the person of their dreams, or the kind of problem that arises two-thirds of the way through their personal narrative and somehow fixes itself in that last third.

Okay, they definitely have most of those things in common. But the thread binding them all together? It’s the sassy best friend. The sassy best friend gets to have witty one-liners, a killer wardrobe, and usually a pretty great job. But it is the best friend’s goal to help our heroine fall in love; it is not the best friend’s job to fall in love herself.

Therefore, I’ve just realized that I’m probably doomed at love. Because I’m pretty sure I’m not the heroine. I don’t even think I’m in my own story.

Last winter, my best friend fell in love. We live in Los Angeles, so it wasn’t over steaming mugs of hot cocoa or whimsically collided skis. Maliah met Trevor in the epic pre-Christmas line at the Apple store at the Grove, which seems to me about as L.A. of a love story as you can get.

Anyway, I did all the best friend things. I looked over his Facebook profile, helped analyze his texts, and—of course—picked out her first date outfit, down to her blue lacy bra and underwear. (He didn’t see anything underneath her clothes for two months, according to Maliah, but cute underwear provides loads of confidence and should never be underestimated regardless of the situation.)

I know that I’m obsessing over Maliah’s love life right now because I found out last night that Lyndsey Malone has a boyfriend. Okay, sure, I never had official confirmation that Lyndsey likes girls. Zoe and Brooke claim they saw her at a Tegan & Sara concert, but I can’t believe I took that as proof of anything! It’s not like Zoe or Brooke likes girls, after all, and they were there.

I am seventeen years old. I’m about to be a senior in high school. And while maybe it would be okay at seventeen not to have had an epic love story yet, I haven’t even kissed anyone. Not even a boy. Last month, I was babysitting for the toddler twins who live next door, and when their twelve-year-old sister got home from her volleyball practice, she made an offhand comment about a boy she liked that made me assume she was nervous about kissing someone for the first time. Um, I’ve obviously kissed someone already, she’d said. I’m twelve, not nine.

I want to, in this very moment while I am walking down Glenfeliz Boulevard toward Glendale Boulevard, be fixated on summer looks and vintage reproductions and local designers. But my tween neighbor has more experience than me, and the only real-life girl I’ve liked has a boyfriend. This is why I keep forgetting to be happy about the dream internship I’ve landed—and am on my way to right now.

I meant everything I wrote to Maggie Goldman when I applied for the summer position. But I know a lot more than my letter let on; the internet is full of information when you know where and how to look. When I composed my letter, I was well aware that interns tend to get part-time—but paying—jobs for the next school year, until college takes you away and opens up space for the next girl. Maggie Goldman believed in giving people their starts; this year that person would be me.

Still, how am I supposed to think about any of this as the true tragic reality of my love life comes into sharper and sharper focus? Once the truth feels like it’s physically and literally surrounding you, can you go back to thinking about dresses and accessories?

No more real girls, I decide. Only celebrities and fashion. They can’t hurt me.

I’m five minutes early, so when I walk up to the shop, the CLOSED sign is still in the window and the door is locked. A girl is inside at the cash register, but I’m not sure if she has anything to do with my position, and, anyway, I really don’t know the non-awkward way of getting her attention. So I just wait.

“Hey,” says someone behind me.

I turn around to see a girl who’s probably my age. Her look is not Lemonberry’s general aesthetic of faux vintage girliness; she’s wearing skinny black pants with a slouchy T-shirt, and even though it’s June, she’s wearing short black boots that come up over the ankles of her pants. I’m not sure what she’d want to browse here once the store’s open.

“Hi,” I say.

“You’re Abby, right?” she asks, shoving her wavy dark hair out of her face.

“Yes,” I say, even though I probably shouldn’t let on to strangers who I am. The moment feels mildly dangerous, but maybe that’s just holdover from thinking about my doomed existence.

“We go to school together,” she says with her eyebrow raised, and then I can picture her in my geometry class.

“Sorry,” I say, and then, “You look different.”

“I got a haircut.”

I try to think of a nice way to tell her that I’m about to begin the most important professional role of my entire life and that I don’t have time to talk right now. Also, I’d love to remember her name because I would feel like less of a self-centered jerk.

The door opens, and Maggie leans out. During my interview, she told me to call her Maggie, so I’m following directions, not being too casual. “Come on in, girls.”

Girls?

I walk inside with the girl right behind me.

“It’s Jordi,” she says.

“What’s Jordi?” I ask, though softly.

“My name.”

“Oh,” I say, and then I smile like that’ll keep her from thinking I’m horrible. “Jordi Perez, right?”

“That’s me,” she says.

“Go on into the back room.” Maggie gestures to the door at the back of the shop. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee, so feel free to help yourselves. I’ll meet you in a few minutes.”

Jordi and I walk into the back room, and even though clothes and designs are all over, Jordi makes her way straight to the coffeemaker.

“Do you want a cup?” she asks me.

“Sure, thanks,” I say, even though I think of coffee as a grownup beverage and I’m far from a grownup. When school starts in the fall, I can be someone who carries in a cardboard cup of coffee instead of something like a Frappuccino.

By fall, I’ll think of Frappuccinos as so immature.

I try to calmly sip my coffee like the adult I’m pretending to be, but it’s hot, bitter water and so I sort of accidentally sputter it back into the cup while Jordi’s calmly adding Splenda and half-and-half to hers. She smirks and slides the Splenda and half-and-half to me. I tear open three Splenda packets and watch the coffee change from near-black to creamy beige as I pour in half-and-half.

The door opens, and Maggie walks in. I was honestly surprised when I met her, because even though I’d definitely seen her around the shop, she’s not who I assumed was the owner and designer. There’s a lady who’s often working who’s always wearing one of the store’s pieces, if not a full outfit comprising them. Her hair is dyed the most perfect shade of burgundy and coiffed like a team of stylists or maybe Cinderella’s magical mice set it in place each day.

That lady is definitely not Maggie, who today is wearing jeans and a blue T-shirt so faded I can’t make out what was originally printed on it. Her brown hair is piled atop her head in a sloppy bun. I try to imagine her designing swingy beautiful dresses and still can’t make it work in my head.

“Remind me, which one of you is the photographer?” She looks back and forth between Jordi and me. “And which is the blogger?”

Jordi and I glance at each other but don’t answer right away, even though obviously we know what we ourselves are. I don’t talk about my blog to anyone at school, though, outside of my closest friends. I don’t think anything good would come out of everyone knowing about +style.

“I’m the photographer,” Jordi finally says.

“That makes me the blogger,” I say, even though never in my entire life have I referred to myself as a blogger.

“I should have remembered,” Maggie says. “I’m not good at details. You’ll learn that. I guess maybe you just did. Anyway, you guys might know that we usually only have one intern each summer, but this is a big year for us, and honestly, I couldn’t decide between the two of you.”

I open my mouth to ask about the part-time job in the fall, because I doubt there are magically two of those, even if Jordi and I are both here. But considering Maggie hasn’t brought up the job yet, I probably shouldn’t introduce the topic.

“You two will share the duties we talked about in your interviews,” Maggie continues. “Filing, some other basic organizing, helping out the staff with certain tasks. But I’d also love for you both to get to use your talents here. So we’ll talk more about that once you’re caught up on the boring stuff. Okay?”

Jordi and I both agree to that, and Maggie brings us back out to the storefront to walk us around. Even though I’ve been here what must be at least a hundred times, I’ve never actually noticed how things are laid out, with the fanciest dresses in the front where they can be seen when people walk by, basics toward the back, and the newest designs in the window displays. You have to walk by everything else to get to the sales rack so that hopefully you’ll spend money on something full price, too. And accessories are everywhere, though it seems fairly thoughtful. Little clutches are near the fancy dresses and canvas bags screen-printed with the store’s logo are by more casual stuff.

I read online that Lemonberry’s interns always end up with free clothes, but now doesn’t feel like the right time to ask about that. Actually, I’m not sure there will be a right time to ask about that. Hopefully the clothes will just magically come to me.

Maggie introduces us to Paige, the girl currently working, who doesn’t look thrilled but is polite enough to us. I’d hoped the burgundy-haired lady would be here today; Paige’s style isn’t so precise—her blonde hair is short, though not cut into any sort of specific style, and she’s wearing a simple navy dress with shiny tan flats—and my gut says she’s less fun to be around than her coworker.

Maybe she would be friendlier if it was just me; two teenagers might be more than she’d counted on. I’d probably feel friendlier myself—or less confused, at least. I thought I would have three months to impress Maggie and earn this forthcoming job. Are Jordi and I competing? Should I ask that? No, I shouldn’t, and I know that. Or, technically, Dad warned me that forcing this conversation might seem too overzealous, especially on day one.

I have so many questions for Maggie, though.

“I don’t want to overwhelm you guys on your first day,” Maggie says, walking us to the backroom. “Do you have any questions for me? About the store, or any general internship questions?”

It does kind of feel like a sign that I’m holding back all these questions and now it’s almost like Maggie wants me to have questions. But I want to follow Dad’s advice. It’s not that I spend a lot of time thinking he’s right about things, but my gut tells me he’s onto something with this topic. Dad had the same job at the same office for as long as I can remember before his recent career shift, so I guess he did something right.

Oh, great, now for some reason I’m thinking about my dad instead of paying attention, and now Jordi’s already mid-conversation with Maggie.

“We do have a camera here.” Maggie rummages through a cabinet full of random equipment, so her voice comes out pretty muffled. “But if you’d prefer to use your own, that’s fine, too. This one’s a little old.”

She emerges with a camera and hands it over to Jordi, who examines it thoroughly. Photography seems like such a classier and more mature interest than blogging. Maggie probably doesn’t think that I’m a goober if she chose me for this role, but I hope Jordi doesn’t think it either. If there had to be another intern, I’m positive it would be easier if it weren’t someone from the same high school, much less someone who I had forgotten existed.

“Abby?” Maggie asks.

“What? I mean, yes?”

“Any questions?” When Maggie’s smile is focused on me, it feels so kind and open. I feel like I’m at least momentarily her whole world. By now I’ve figured out that she smiles like this all the time, so maybe it doesn’t mean anything when she smiles at me. Of course I wanted the internship because I wanted free clothes, an eventual paying job, and something great to put on my college applications. But even before my interview, when Maggie called me to set it up, right away I heard in her voice how much I wanted to work with her.

“I’d actually read that usually the internship turns into a job,” I say, because Maggie’s kind smile screwed up my newly developed business instincts and my guard was down and now the words are out of my mouth.

At least I didn’t ask for a free dress, too?

I glance at Jordi, because I assume she’ll be bug-eyed at the person who would ask something so unprofessional right from the start. But clearly Jordi is not the type of person who’d react with bug eyes. She’s still calmly examining the camera in her hands.

“It often does, yeah,” Maggie says. “Any more questions for me? More coffee?”

“More coffee would be great,” Jordi says, and I agree despite that I’m not sure I should add even more caffeine to my body chemistry right now. I’ve learned that—with all the Splenda and cream—I actually like coffee a lot.

“So, I know this is boring, but if you two want to get started alphabetizing the stack of vendor invoices, that would be great. I’m going to my office for a while to get through some emails, but please come and get me if anything confuses you.”

“Like the alphabet?” I ask.

Maggie laughs, thank god, because it’s another question I probably shouldn’t have asked.

“Well, hopefully you’ve both got the alphabet down,” she says. “I’ll see you at lunchtime, okay?”

Maggie disappears into the office at the very back of the room, and I turn to look at Jordi.

“‘Like the alphabet?’” Jordi says with a raised eyebrow.

I wait for her to mock me, but her serious expression morphs into something else. Before I know it, she’s laughing, and I don’t think it’s at me. I join in.

“How should we do this?” I pick up the pile of invoices. “Just split it in half?”

“Works for me.” She reaches out to take half the papers. We crowd two chairs against the desk and sort through the invoices. I know we’re literally just putting things in alphabetical order—basically a job that smart kindergarteners could do—but there’s something satisfying about taking piles of chaos and making them orderly.

“Some of these are old,” Jordi says. “I hope they’re paid.”

“She said she wasn’t good with details,” I say.

“Are you finished?” she asks me.

“Almost. I think you’re faster at the alphabet than I am.”

“Cool, I’ll add that to my college applications.”

“Best at the alphabet,” I say.

She pokes my arm with her finger. “Fastest, not best. Get your application facts right, Abby.”

“Oh, sorry,” I say. “Maybe I’m bad with details, too.”

“Well, you didn’t know my name,” Jordi says, but then she smiles again. And I realize that having Jordi’s smile focused on me feels pretty special, too.


CHAPTER 2

I haven’t been into fashion my whole life, which probably isn’t possible anyway. (It’s not as though there are fashionable babies, unless babies have fashionable parents.) As a little kid, I didn’t care about what I or anyone else wore.

But one magical day when I was eleven years old, Mom took my older sister Rachel and me to the Galleria to buy a present for Dad for Father’s Day. Obviously, the day was supposed to be about Dad, but then I spotted a bright floral dress in the window of a store, and I became immediately obsessed. Mom wouldn’t get it for me that day—I think to make a point about caring about other people—but a few weeks later, she surprised me with it anyway.

So unfortunately the whole thing probably taught me to beg for dresses I was in love with, not to care about other people more than myself. After all, I grew up to be someone who can’t even remember the names of people I go to school with.

Oh my god, maybe my epic love story is with clothes and fashion and that’s why I’m doomed to never kiss a real person.

No, that can’t actually be a thing.

Anyway, it wasn’t just that first dress; I kept finding clothes I loved. More dresses, sweaters, and boots to wear during L.A.’s brief winter—skirts, shoes, tights, and jeans that looked and felt great. No, I wasn’t in love with clothes, but maybe I was in love with how clothes made me feel. I was designing how other people saw me, and that felt powerful. I told anyone who’d listen that I’d work in fashion someday, doing anything I could to be part of it.

But then it happened. I was one of the last girls in our class to get my period, and when I did, it was like my body got swapped out with another one. Nothing fit. I was excited to have boobs, but everything else? I felt too big, and I literally was too big for my old clothes. I had no idea where to even look for new outfits—and I didn’t want to, really, the thought depressed me—and skulking around in baggy stuff made me feel ugly. My future in fashion felt more than over; it felt like it never even had existed as a possibility.

And of course, this just had to be around the same time I was figuring out that I didn’t dream about kissing the boyband members Maliah did because we had different tastes in music. Because all of a sudden, I was dreaming about kissing girls.

It was a weird year.

I started spending way more time on Tumblr. There it didn’t seem to matter that only recently I didn’t even know who I was anymore. I became obsessed with one particular plus size fashion Tumblr because the girl who ran it was just a little older than I was and put together the kinds of outfits I used to wear, back when I was pre-period and skinnier than Maliah.

The only problem was that the clothes were expensive. And most of them were only available online, and my parents said I was not mature enough to be trusted with their credit card, much less my own. I started printing out all my favorite looks and taking them shopping with me. It turned out that knowing where and how to look meant I didn’t have to spend a million dollars putting outfits together, even if I was too big for a lot of the stores I used to shop at.

And I felt like myself again. My style defined me again, not my size.

But I also felt sort of selfish. Maybe there were other girls like me, or even a little like me, who also lusted after designer outfits and felt like they’d never be able to afford to look good. Not before they were out of school, at least. So I started my own Tumblr and typed up a short entry about the sweaters I’d found that day at the mall. I posted photos of my finds, though not me in them. That felt too personal. I linked to my new site in the comments of others that I loved, but once it was just out there, I worried. Maybe it wouldn’t seem personal enough, or too personal? Maybe no one would care about my shopping finds! But only a couple days later, I started getting comments and reblogs, and girls messaged me to ask other shopping questions.

So I kept doing it. My mom blogs for a living, at least in part, so I stole all the tips I could from her. I kept commenting on similar blogs and invited them to visit mine. I reblogged and retweeted and Tumblr’d and liked and faved and hearted all over social media. I wrote custom posts geared toward anyone who commented with something they wanted to see next, like formalwear or boots.

It, sort of magically, worked. And then the more I wrote, the more followers I gained, and it made me want to write even more. Now it’s just a regular part of my life.

I keep Tumblr Abby and real-life Abby as separate as I can, though. I don’t post pics of myself, even when I’m wearing the exact same looks I’m recommending. Maliah is my only friend who knows about +style, and I only told her because she wanted to know why I was always checking my phone. Maliah doesn’t believe in secrets, so holding anything back is a bit of an exhausting yet pointless pursuit. The effort doesn’t feel worth it for a freaking blog.

[image: images]

Once Jordi and I have combined our stacks of invoices, we give Maggie a few minutes to come out of her office. When she doesn’t, I decide to creep close to her closed office door to see if I can guess how we should proceed.

“Can you hear anything?” Jordi whispers.

“No,” I say, but I forget to whisper. The office door opens almost immediately, and I try to back away subtly. I don’t make eye contact with Jordi, but I can hear her snort.

“We finished the invoices,” she says calmly to Maggie, who’s emerged from behind the door.

“Great. Are you guys hungry? Let’s go grab lunch. I don’t want to overwhelm you on your first day.”

Considering we’ve been here for a couple hours now and the only thing we’ve actually done is put a stack of paper in alphabetical order, I’m not exactly feeling overwhelmed. Not by the internship, at least. By the uncertain state of the fall job, sure. By feeling like maybe I’ve lost out on something special by splitting things with Jordi, definitely. By thinking of Lyndsey Malone kissing Blake Jorgensen—of all people. Blake Jorgensen who, twice last year, interrupted our World History teacher because he felt like he “could explain the Ottoman Empire in a more relatable way.”

Yeah, I’m definitely overwhelmed.

“Abby?”

I look to Maggie, who seems like she’s awaiting something from me. Possibly an answer to a question she asked while I was thinking about how Blake Jorgensen’s hair is blonde in one section and he claims it’s from the sun but we’re all sure he bleaches it. Oh, god, I am for sure now missing probably another vital question.

“Lunch?” Jordi says. “Viet Noodle Bar?”

“Oh, sure, great,” I say. And it is great, not just because I like the restaurant, but because Maggie wasn’t doing something like offering one of us the fall job while I was getting angry at a boy I barely know for being with someone who’d never see me that way anyway. Why am I taking it so hard when I can’t imagine anyone seeing me that way?

We walk down the block to the restaurant, which isn’t one of my regular spots, because in our family, going out to dinner is tantamount to cheating on Mom. And maybe someday I’ll be the kind of girl who has regular lunch spots and favorite places for bringing dates, but right now all my extra money goes toward shopping (and obviously occasionally Frappuccinos). Also, I’ll probably never have dates; I’ll just need cool brunch places so I can meet up with Maliah and guide her through the travails of her love life.

“Not everyone knows their major yet,” Jordi says, with a look to me.

Oh, crap, I stopped listening again.

Even though we’ve gone to school together for at least all of high school, Jordi’s voice isn’t familiar to me at all. I don’t know her tone, and she definitely sounds more serious than anyone I hang out with. Up until today, Jordi and I have probably never exchanged more than a few words.

I know Jordi’s friends, though—well, I know who her friends are. They all wear lots of black, but not in the stoned-skateboarding-slacking way. They stand out in Glenfeliz High School because in Southern California, most people choose to wear colors that complement the near-constant sunshine. I feel like Jordi’s group is artsy and cultured and serious, but maybe I’d think that of anyone so enamored with the color black. If I switched to all-black clothing, I wonder if everyone would suddenly think that of me.

Maybe I should try it out, at least for a week. No! I’d miss colors way too much. Today, for example, I’m wearing a yellow floral dress with a tiffany blue belt and gold sandals, with a tiny jeweled barrette in my shoulder-length cotton candy pink hair. I was doing my best to go for a Lemonberry vibe without making it seem like I was trying too hard. It’s funny how trying hard is supposed to be the very last thing you seem like you’re doing in fashion, when, come on, no one just throws on an outfit that has the least bit of style to it. Trying hard shouldn’t be seen as a crime.

Anyway, I really do think that when the school year ended, Jordi didn’t quite look so cultured or bad-ass or intimidating. But I’ve never just looked so much at Jordi before.

“What about you, Abby?” Maggie asks, and I manage to remember I’m in the midst of a conversation.

“I don’t know about college yet,” I say, even though part of me feels like it already knows so much. I see myself in New York, or even still here, but downtown and no longer living at home. My parents want me to focus on something serious in college—which is pretty crazy considering Mom makes her living blogging about food—and refuse to believe that fashion can be serious. It’s as though they’ve forgotten binge-watching whole seasons of Project Runway with me while I choked up at all of the emotional moments.

“You have so much time,” Maggie says with a wave of her hand. I wonder how old she is. Honestly, I have no idea how to judge adults’ ages unless they look really visibly old. Maggie’s probably younger than my parents, but by how much, who knows. “Not everyone has to have as much sorted out as Jordi does.”

Oh, no. Jordi must have had such a good answer about college, and I wasn’t even paying attention. I seriously spent most of last year dreaming about making this internship mine, and I actually have it—well, half of it, anyway!—but instead of soaking up as much knowledge as possible or impressing Maggie with my passion and social media savvy, I’m daydreaming. And while daydreaming sounds like a wispy, romantic thing perhaps done by the heroine in a romantic comedy, considering my daydreams aren’t romantic or wispy, I don’t think it counts.

And now I’m literally daydreaming about daydreaming. And all the while, Jordi is sitting next to me, looking serious in her all-black clothes and having some sort of genius answer about her future.

“So I want to be honest with you both,” Maggie says after our waiter takes our drink order. My stomach clenches while I await news of my fate. Our fates, I guess. There are a lot of fates hanging in the balance right now.

“I’m going through a divorce right now, and I feel a little more scattered than usual,” Maggie continues, and I find myself exchanging a split-second look of oh dear god, what do we say now? with Jordi.

At least, that’s what I presume Jordi’s thinking right now, because I definitely am.

“I still want to make sure you two get tons of experience this summer,” Maggie says. “So hopefully everything will be great. Business as usual.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “About your divorce, I mean.”

“Me too,” Jordi says, and even though she has one of those vaguely monotone voices, I can hear her sincerity. It’s funny how things like that can be apparent.

“Girls,” Maggie says, and she laughs softly. “I wasn’t telling you to get sympathy. But thank you.”

I’m trying to figure out what to say next, and then I’m surprised when the waiter shows up because I’ve been so busy thinking about a billion other things that I haven’t even considered my order. I just sort of point to something and hand off my menu. Of course, it’s not even mildly concerning that I wasn’t ready to order a bowl of pho (or whatever I just asked for), but I can’t ignore the fact that I feel less and less prepared to get through this day—a day that’s so far included walking through a store, alphabetizing some papers, and ordering lunch for myself. When I’ve pictured myself post-college, no matter what part of the high-stakes fashion world I saw myself in (stylist, editorial director, department store buyer, designer), that part of that world was high stakes.

I firmly believe I can be plus size in the rail-thin world of fashion, but not if I’m also getting flustered about food at a restaurant in my own neighborhood. Why can’t I be more like Jordi, who—despite that she was clearly as surprised by Maggie’s divorce announcement as I was—looks calm and pays attention and probably has more than a vague idea of what she just ordered? I didn’t even know I had this side, this panicky daydreaming Abby who’ll never make it in fashion. How can you go seventeen years on Earth and not know all your sides?

“While we’re being honest,” Maggie says, and I feel a shift in that moment, the way the smell of the air changes right before it rains. “It is true that I normally hire the summer intern on a part-time basis, and while I definitely have enough work for the two of you this summer, I won’t be able to bring both of you on this fall.”

Jordi and I exchange another look. This time, even though I’m pretty sure that we’re again thinking the same thing, it doesn’t feel so united.

“I’m hoping that it’ll sort itself out organically,” Maggie continues. “So let’s not focus on that. I just want to be open with you two. Okay?”

“Okay,” I say quickly. Hopefully it makes me seem agreeable, the kind of person you’d want to hire for a paid job.

“Okay,” Jordi says, and I try not to analyze her exact same barely-a-word response for proof that she handled even that better than I did. I’m seized with the urge to cry, but I push it down because that would be seriously ridiculous.

Still, it’s very hard to ignore that sort itself out organically couldn’t mean anything but one of you will be right for the job and the other very obviously won’t.


CHAPTER 3

After lunch is a redux of before lunch: filing and worrying about Jordi’s high competence level. Unfortunately, I seem to be way more adept at the latter than the former.

Summers are my favorite. They used to be, at least. Summers were when my sister, Rachel, and I were free from school and extracurriculars (her: yearbook, me: drama club costumes) and could do whatever we wanted with our time. And once Rachel, three years older than me, got her license, we really could do whatever we wanted.

But two months ago, Rachel texted to say she wasn’t coming home. She got an amazing internship near campus and also her boyfriend and it just makes more sense financially and also her boyfriend. I have met her boyfriend, Paul, and I can’t imagine wanting to be around someone more who has an old-timey twirly mustache and a thousand opinions on avant-garde films from the 1930s. Paul is a guy I’m convinced that Rachel and I would have made fun of together before he became her boyfriend.

“How was the big internship?” Mom asks almost as soon as I walk in because now it seems she’s always about two feet from the front door. Our house is a little bungalow that was always the right fit for the four of us, but even with Rachel away at college—and I guess maybe forever from now on—it’s gotten way too small. Mom’s food blog turned into a monthly morning news segment, and then a weekly one, and now Eat Healthy with Norah! is a brand. It’s also the thing that takes up most of the living room, dining room, and my parents’ bedroom. Only my room and the bathroom still feel safe, and that’s only sort of true given that, right now, there’s a pile of Eat Healthy with Norah! reusable tote bags on Rachel’s unused bed. The other week Maliah spent the night, and it ultimately ended up being easier for her to just sleep underneath the bag-covered comforter than move anything.

“It was great,” I say.

“Oh,” she says, and then, “good,” which is fine, because if I’m lying to her, I can’t be annoyed she’s pretending to be happy for me.
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