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For Mom and Dad



[image: Images] 1 [image: Images]


I’M SWAYING BY MYSELF AT Bobby McKittrick’s summer kickoff party—surrounded by couples whose Dance Floor Make-Outs are so intense, so ravenous, I’m kind of worried someone’s going to drop down dead due to suffocation—when I get what might be the most important phone call of my life.

Of course, I don’t realize the magnitude of this moment when I see the unfamiliar number flash on my phone. I don’t even recognize the area code. To be honest, I’m just excited to answer a real call instead of a fake one, the kind I usually pretend to get during awkward party lulls. So I don’t think twice when I answer it on the dance floor, loudly shouting “Hello?” over an even louder “Keg stand! Keg stand!” chant crescendoing from the corner of Bobby’s backyard. (As a graduation treat, Bobby’s older brother is giving the departing seniors a tutorial in college-party etiquette, which apparently involves kegs and then dangling people by their feet above said kegs as they chug beer upside down.)

My hello is answered by an indecipherable garble.

“Sorry, I can’t hear you!” I shout again.

(“Keg stand! KEG STAND!”)

Still gibberish.

“Wait, wait, stop! Just hold on one sec!”

I try not to spill my one-third beer, two-thirds foam–filled red party cup as I maneuver around the blindly gyrating Dance Floor Make-Outers to a less populated part of the yard and sit on the outdoor swingy-bench next to a passed-out dude whose face is decorated with a drawn-on, very accurate portrayal of male anatomy. Real classy, guys.

Rule number one for aspiring writers is to steer clear of clichés, which makes living in Castalia, California—where every social gathering feels like it was ripped from a bad teen movie—less than ideal.

“Okay,” I say into the phone. The bench swings as I sit. “Try again.”

I hear a loud sigh on the other end of the line, followed by an exasperated and syncopated, “I said is this Har-per An-der-son?”

“Yeah.” I take a sip of my drink. “Who’s this?”

“Well, finally,” the female voice on the other end says.

“And you are . . .” I start to wipe the foam mustache residue off my upper lip. This is one persistent telemarketer.

“This is McKayla Rae from Shift magazine.”

I stop wiping. And maybe breathing.

“Harper, did you hear me? I said that this is McKayla Rae, the assistant managing editor of Shift magazine.”

Yup, definitely stopped breathing. Clearly I misidentified who was at risk of asphyxiation tonight.

“Harper?”

Finally my brain tells my lungs to breathe and my mouth to speak.

“Sorry. Yes! This is Harper! Oh shit, I said that already, didn’t I? I mean, not shit. Forget I said ‘shit.’ I mean, yes! Yes, I heard you, McKay—er—Ms. Rae.”

Okay, so my brain didn’t specify that my mouth should speak eloquently.

“McKayla.”

“Right, McKayla. Sorry.”

“Stop saying ‘sorry.’ Women overapologize for things they have no reason to apologize for. Shift Girls are strong. Shift Girls don’t say ‘sorry.’ Ever.”

“Sor-sounds good.” I just barely catch myself. “I am no longer sorry about anything under any circumstances. Got it.”

God, I hope that didn’t sound sarcastic. I take another gulp of foam.

“This is important because, Harper, I’ve called to let you know that you are now a Shift Girl. Or, you will be if you accept our summer internship.”

I drop my cup on my sandals, spilling lukewarm beer on my toes, and don’t even care because Oh My God.

Which comes out as “OMIGOD!”

“I take that as a yes?”

To say that my night has taken an unexpected turn would be an understatement. Up until about two minutes ago, I had resigned myself to an anticlimactic three months before my senior year of high school spending my days working behind the counter at Skinny B’s Smoothies with my best friend, Kristina, and my nights going to kickbacks so similar to one another, they start to feel like reruns, all destined to be shut down by the Castalia Police before midnight.

Granted, I had aspired to a summer that was slightly more glamorous than memorizing antioxidants and blending acai berries into drinks for aggressive water polo moms. (Think soccer moms, only taller.)

Shift was the dream.

Because even though I’m having trouble stringing words together while McKayla waits for me to say not just “yes” but “hell, yes,” I want to be a writer. Badly.

And not only is Shift the biggest teen magazine in, well, anywhere, but it’s also the only magazine (well, anywhere) that hires interns who are still in high school. Usually I find rah-rah, children-are-our-future, teary-eyed teen-empowerment mission statements kind of cheesy. But when I saw Shift’s Facebook post calling out to sixteen-to-nineteen-year-old aspiring journalists, I applied. I didn’t tell anyone I applied, but I did. Writing and rewriting an “edgy personal essay” to serve as a sample blog post for weeks. Pining after the job more than I pined after Adam Lockler, my preppy school’s one brooding hipster. And then quietly mourning its loss to an “edgier” contender, just like I mourned the loss of Adam when he started seriously dating our school’s resident beat poet, Sylvia (“like Plath”), whom he also conveniently anointed his successor as editor in chief of the Castalia Chronicle. (“EICs have to be fearless, Harper. You’ll be much happier doing copyediting. You’re really good with punctuation. And don’t get me started on your fact checking!”)

If I get one more rejection, I’m going to . . . Wait.

“Wait,” I say, regaining the ability to speak. “Didn’t I not get this internship already?”

I definitely didn’t get this internship already. In fact, I think McKayla was the one who sent me the “I hate to inform you,” “very strong applicant pool,” “but I loved the sample blog post you included in the application,” “Keep writing!” form rejection e-mail months ago.

“Yeah,” says McKayla. “About that . . . Well, as you know, we had a very strong applicant pool—”

“I think I remember that from the e-mail.”

“But we liked your application essay—”

“I remember that, too.”

“Okay, I’m going to level with you here. No, you weren’t my first choice for dating blogger.”

Wait, dating blogger? That wasn’t listed on the application. I checked the box to intern for the Arts & Culture section. I had wanted to write about books and movies, spend my summer seeing Broadway musicals. I’m suddenly aware of how sticky my toes feel.

McKayla barrels on. “But our first choice had a little bit too much fun—how shall I put this—getting firsthand dating material this year and just informed me that she can’t do the internship because it now conflicts with her due date, which would have been nice to know one trimester ago.” McKayla pauses. “You aren’t planning on going into labor before August, are you?”

“Definitely not!”

I mean, not unless Immaculate Conception is making a comeback.

“Fantastic. Just get yourself to Manhattan by this Monday morning and it’s yours.”

“Wait, this Monday as in three days from now?”

“Is there another ‘this Monday’ that I’m not aware of?”

I can hear her drumming her fingernails. Before I can respond, she says, “Look, Harper, I get that things are moving fast, but that’s journalism. It’s after one in the morning here and I’m still putting out fires at the office because this is Shift. This place makes careers. An internship here, and colleges will be lining up to accept you.”

Her sales pitch has the advantage of being totally true. I’ve read about what past interns have done after a summer at Shift. And I could use colleges lining up. When I didn’t get editor in chief, the Castalia High college counselor told me that getting into Columbia with an application all about how I want to be a journalist was going to be challenging. (“Got any other talents?” Mr. Buchanan asked. “Can you code? Universities love girl computer coders!”)

McKayla sighs. “I’d love to have you on board, but if you’re even thinking of saying no, tell me now. I have a list of other rejects who would be on a red-eye to the city ten minutes ago.”

I don’t have to think about it.

“Yes.”

“Yes, meaning . . .”

“Yes, I’m in. I’m a hundred percent in! I was just surprised because—”

McKayla cuts me off. “Great. Check your e-mail for details. Welcome to Shift.”

She hangs up before I can say thank you.



What. Just. Happened?

I have to tell someone.

I have to tell Kristina, who’s currently making out with a University of Michigan–bound water polo player in the middle of the pulsating Dance Floor Make-Out throng. She locked in on his chlorine-blue eyes within ten minutes of getting here.

But Kristina won’t mind being pulled away. My blond-haired bestie, whose personal mantra has been “carpe that effing diem”—which roughly translates to “seize that freaking day”—ever since she saw it cross-stitched on a pillow on Etsy last year, is never lacking in the make-out-partner department. A varsity swimmer who’s so good, she’s already getting recruited by Stanford, she’s fluent in hot jock. Boys practically throw themselves at her. I’m the one who—

Just as Sharpie Face guy’s head comes crashing down on my shoulder, my reality comes crashing in as well.

Shit.

I’m now the Shift summer dating blogger.

Which would be awesome save for the teeny, tiny, infinitesimal detail that I know absolutely nothing about dating. I’m not a leper, just easily flustered. I’m the girl who has crushes on hipster editors in chief from afar. The girl who observes rather than jumps to action. And the one time I took Kristina’s advice to go out of my comfort zone and actually get set up on a date, well, that ended in disaster.

Not that McKayla would know that I’m completely unqualified, given the “edgy” sample blog post I submitted. Shift asked intern applicants to write an “eye-catching personal essay” with a headline that “people in the Twitterverse can’t help clicking on.” Something “scintillating.” But when I paged through my black Moleskine notebook for ideas, it became clear that my life had nothing scintillating about it. But my notebook isn’t just for writing about myself. I love jotting down weird observations, funny things people say, and other people’s stories for future writing inspiration. And I was inspired. Kristina does always tell me that I’m way better at recounting her hookup horror stories than she is.

I know I should never have pretended Kristina’s scintillating life was my own—I should never have written about that story of hers for my application blog post—but in an act of writer’s-block-fueled desperation, I did.

How’s that for being a killer fact-checker, Adam Lockler?

And now, because I was an idiot, because I wrote about something I know nothing about (and debatably betrayed my best friend, who can never find out), I’m going to have to turn into some sort of dating guru. In three days.

I’m so metaphorically screwed.

Before I have the chance to descend into a full-blown freak-out, Bobby McKittrick walks over to see what’s going on with Sharpie Face, who’s slumped on the bench next to me. This interrupts my spiral into total anxiety.

“Lookin’ good, Harper,” he slurs, giving me a once-over after he checks his comatose friend for a pulse.

Wait.

While Bobby isn’t exactly a Nordic god masquerading as a graduating senior like Kristina’s Dance Floor Make-Out partner, he’s kind of cute. He’s also famous for getting super drunk and making out with a different girl (or two or three) at every party he throws. Kristina and I always laugh about it during our end-of-night debrief. But tonight, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to be one of those girls. Maybe it will be easy. To throw myself into the lion’s den and get a preview of what may be in store.

I’m going to have to learn on the job.
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THE CASTALIA PD PULLS UP at 11:01, and even though absolutely no one should be surprised that the party is getting broken up this early, absolutely everyone starts scrambling to stomp out joints and empty the contents of their red party cups into the surrounding vegetation.

I, however, welcome the interruption. Because what started out as an exercise in flirting has ended up with Bobby making out with my chin. And while I’m no expert, I’m fairly certain that that doesn’t count as foreplay, just bad mouth-eye coordination.

“Um, do you need to go deal with this or something?” I ask, trying to find a way to subtly wipe off the lower quadrant of my chin. (Note: there is no subtle way to do this.)

“Dammit, just when we were getting to the good stuff.” Bobby groans. “I’m gonna have to go sweet-talk the five-oh for a bit so they don’t call my parents and shiz.”

Good stuff? Five-oh? Shiz??? Oh, Bobby, no.

“Ya know,” he continues, “you could hide out in my room while they clear everyone else out. Keep the party going?”

“Tempting”—not tempting—“but I’m going to call it a night.”

“I have pot!”

I give Bobby a conciliatory pat on the hand.

“Good night, Bobby. And,” I add, before walking away, “thanks?”

The funny thing is, I’m not even being sarcastic. Because even if this was the sloppiest of sloppy experiences, even if I had no idea what to do with my hands or if I should close my eyes or if Bobby could tell that Kristina and I stopped for fries before coming to the party, mission freaking accomplished! Turns out, I’m fully capable of (sort of) making out with guys whenever I so please. Granted, this particular guy was horny and drunk and uses “dawg” in his everyday vernacular . . . but still.

Could I be a dating goddess who has simply never unleashed her powers? A guru who has never honed her skills?

Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.

“So.” Kristina’s voice breaks me out of my self-congratulatory inner monologue. “What did I miss?”

For the past hour she’s been occupying herself with a Greek god up against Bobby’s mom’s bougainvillea vines rather than the comings and goings of the party.

“Um . . . nothing?”

“Come on, Harper, give me the report. Who cried, puked, and did something that will bar their future selves from running for public office?”

“Um.” How do I put this?

“Come on,” she says. “You know I live for your narrative skills. What were you doing if not taking meticulous mental notes?”

I pick a red petal out of her bangs.

Fine.

“Bobby.”

Kristina grabs my arm. “No. Effing. Way.”

“Well, not doing doing, obviously. I just wanted to kiss someone. . . . So I did.” I put my free hand on my hip because that’s a casual pose, right? “You can close your mouth now. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“Okayyyy, but you never make out with randos at parties, so this is at least a little bit of a big deal,” she says, kindly leaving out the fact that I pretty much never make out period.

But then Kristina’s confusion is replaced with a glint of excitement.

“Wait! Does this mean you’ll be a make-out bandit with me this summer?” she asks. “We’ll have the best time winging for each other! We can, like, drive to San Francisco on weekends and flirt with genius Silicon Valley boys who dropped out of college to sell their apps!”

“Ah yes, I can’t wait to spend my time away from the Skinny B’s counter driving two hours to flirt with eighteen-year-olds who probably have the social skills of eighth graders.” I lead us through Bobby’s back gate. The party’s clearing out.

“Yeah, but eighth graders whose companies have millions of dollars in investor funding and can take us out on their yachts on weekends! We’re going to have the best summer ever!”

Except we won’t.

I mean, hopefully we’ll have the best summers ever, but, if you note the plural, they’ll be two completely different summers. Rather than a shared one.

Because in three days, I have to be sitting at a desk approximately three thousand miles away for an internship I never told anyone about. Not just Kristina, my parents.

“Oh God, I have to go home. Now.”

I start booking it toward my street, hoping that my mom and dad haven’t gone to bed yet. If I power walk, I think I can make it before they finish up their wild Friday night tradition of binge watching BBC crime dramas on Netflix. They’re currently working their way through a series about two elderly British women who solve grisly murders when they aren’t busy pursuing their true passion: gardening.

“What’s going on with you, Harper?” The clopping sound of Kristina’s Rainbow sandals get louder as she catches up. “I think this is the fastest I’ve seen you move, like, ever.”

Kristina’s and my friendship predates her emergence as a sports star—although she was in the shark lane in our pre-K swimming lessons when I never made it past guppy. And even though I don’t exactly click with the other jocks at school, she’s like my sister. Like my parents’ second child. After her dad took off, Kristina started spending even more time at our house. I mean, she’s even in charge of making pancakes when she sleeps over every weekend, since the entire Anderson family seems to have some strange genetic disorder that renders us incapable of flipping things in frying pans.

The longest we’ve been apart is when she had to go to Connecticut for all of spring break sophomore year for her dad’s wedding, which came complete with a shiny new stepfamily, and that was a total disaster. So how do I tell that person, my person, that I’m essentially abandoning her to fend against blenders and protein powder on her own, with zero warning?

“Harper?” Kristina grabs my arm. “Okay, now you’re starting to freak me out. Did something happen with Bobby? I’m going to murder him—”

“No, it’s not that.” I stop abruptly, causing Kristina to stumble over her flip-flops. “It’s just . . . I’m so sorry, but we can’t drive to San Francisco this summer.”

“Oh.” Kristina looks at me quizzically. “That’s okay. I mean, we can—”

“No, that’s not it either. We can’t anything.”

And then I take a deep breath and tell her (almost) everything. With a dozen different variations on “I’m sorry.” How I got a writing internship in New York at the very last minute. How I have to take it.

I do, however, leave out the small, minor details explaining how exactly I got the job—or even that I’ll be writing about dating. The whole truth wouldn’t benefit either of us right now. She never needs to know that I kind of, sort of, 100 percent misappropriated her own salacious story as my own.

After a too-long silence, Kristina asks, “How did I not even know you went out for this?”

“Because there was no way I’d get it!” I say. “And having to tell people I got rejected again, which I was . . . God, I probably wasn’t even at the top of the waiting list. I probably only got it because I was the first girl to answer the phone when the editor called. I—”

“Listen to me! I’m surprised because I had no idea you were going for it, which is something best friends usually tell each other, by the way. I’m not surprised you got it. You’re a really good writer.” Kristina’s the only person who’s seen not only the articles I’ve written for the Castalia Chronicle, but excerpts from my private notebook. “You deserve this. I was just really excited for our summer together.”

“Same.”

“And now you’re going to have this awesome adventure without me, and you’ll be totally over me after you make a million super fashion-y, intellectual New York friends.”

“No!”

Kristina’s by far the coolest, best person I know. I can barely deal when she’s home sick, because there are a hundred things I want to tell her all day. Also, while people are okay with me as her sidekick, I constantly feel like I’m crashing conversations and tables in the cafeteria when it’s just me.

Kristina, without me, is still golden. But the thought of me, on my own, making a better set of friends with ease seems so ridiculous that it takes me a minute to realize that Kristina’s eyes are wide and kind of glassy and totally serious.

“You are legitimately a crazy person! I won’t make any friends on your level. I’m just going to make a big bowl of cantaloupe friends. Probably not even ripe cantaloupe.”

Kristina sighs. “Why are you changing the subject to melon? You didn’t smoke any of Bobby’s pot, did you?”

“No,” I say, “cantaloupe friends. Nobody craves cantaloupe in their fruit salad, it’s just there. The ultimate meh filler fruit.” There’s a slight chance that the almost imperceptible movement at the corner of Kristina’s lips is the beginning of a smile. “Cantaloupe friends are just who you make do with in extenuating circumstances so that you don’t, you know, starve to death socially.”

“So what kind of fruit am I?”

Strawberry? Blueberry? If I screw this up, I might be her rotten apple.

“Pineapple. Definitely pineapple. Exotic but something you want to eat every day.”

Silence.

“I’d rather be a mango,” Kristina says finally.

“Perfect! You’re my mango.”

Kristina stops fiddling with her hair and links arms with mine. “Well, as long as you’re just hanging out with filler fruits . . .”

One mango down. Two parents to go.

Parents who shout, “Girls, keep it down! Lady Pendleton just found a dead body in her sage bush!” as I crack open our creaky front door.

But tonight, instead of making fun of my parents’ strange BBC addiction like I normally would, I put a finger to my lips. I lead Kristina past the smiling Vishnu (my dad’s an East Asian history professor) and the massive bookshelves (my mom’s an English professor) to the couch where my parents have a burnt-orange throw blanket pulled up to their eyes.

We sit down on the couch next to them. Kristina gives me a reassuring smile—even though I know she must be kind of mad still—and I look at the TV screen as they fast forward past a particularly gory scene involving garden shears. I have twelve minutes and forty-seven seconds of the episode left to get my thoughts in order.

It’s gonna be a long night.
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IT’S 6:29 MONDAY MORNING, AND my tired eyes jolt open to the monstrous roar of a blender.

But I’m not at Skinny B’s, and there are no intimidating forty-somethings with pitchforks shouting things like “Blend faster!” and “Where’s my wheatgrass?” Once the clock on the unfamiliar bedside table next to me strikes 6:30 and my iPhone starts blasting Taylor Swift, I know where I am.

“Welcome to New York,” Taylor sings, kicking off my very carefully curated, in-theme playlist.

And I’m back to reality. Hard as it is to believe, I, Harper Anderson, am waking up in Manhattan to start my first day at Shift magazine.

Un-freaking-believable.

At first, I didn’t think it was going to happen. When the Netflix went off and the truth came out, Mom and Dad made it very clear that they were both less than pleased about a lot of things. Namely:

• The fact that I applied to an internship without telling them. (“I didn’t think I’d get it. . . . I mean, I didn’t get it.”)

• The fact that I needed them to fund a last-minute flight for said internship—or at least let me reallocate some college money for the ticket. (“I won’t need college money if I don’t get into college. Think of how good this will look on my applications!”)

• The fact that said last-minute flight would take me across the country for an entire summer. (“Mom! Stop crying! Of course I’m not going three thousand miles away because you’re overbearing!”)

I kind of left out the whole dating blogger part of the equation when I talked to them, too. For now, let them think I’m making coffee and fact-checking inspiring stories about fifteen-year-olds overcoming extreme adversity to start world-changing nonprofit organizations. We can leave the conversation about their daughter’s new role as resident Rosetta Stone of Hooking Up for the five minutes before my first post comes out.

After substantial cajoling on my—and even Kristina’s—end, my parents relented. They even seemed a little bit, dare I say it, excited about the whole thing. (“Obviously!” Kristina, who was no longer showing any signs of sadness about my imminent departure, told me when we were tucked under my polka-dot comforter that night. “It’s exciting.”)

“Welcome to New York,” Taylor belts, repeating the refrain. It’s 6:31. “Welcome to New York—it’s been waiting for you.”

The upbeat pop anthem is met with a loud grunt reverberating from the corner of the guest bedroom I’ve been placed in.

One condition of going to New York was that I live at my Aunt Vee’s Upper East Side apartment. And let me say that after arriving here late Sunday night, that will not be a problem at all because what I expected to be a shoe box is actually a sweeping penthouse the size of my family’s entire home . . . but with a view of Central Park.

The only catch is that I have to share my bedroom with a very unhappy roommate, currently making disgruntled sounds from a little plush bed surrounded by doggy toys. Princess—who is quite possibly the fattest pug in the universe, or at least the northern hemisphere—does not approve. Of me or my music choices.

“More of a Beyoncé kind of girl?” I ask the pug, who somewhat resembles a sausage with tiny legs.

Princess gives me a withering stare before flopping her head back down to resume her favorite position: Princess in repose.

I, however, cannot repose. Because of all the things I can and probably will colossally mess up at my first day on the job, being late will not be one of them. (Note: Control the controllables.)

My “Welcome to Shift magazine!” e-mail—which I can recite from memory because I’ve read it so many times—says new interns have to get to the office by nine a.m. sharp to get security badges and computer passwords, and do whatever other mysterious things prestigious magazines make interns do on orientation day. I wouldn’t know. I’ve never worked at a prestigious magazine before. I’ve never worked anywhere that didn’t make you wear a hairnet.

I pry myself out from between sheets that might be made out of actual silk and drag myself toward the guest closet, which is filled with my newly procured, work-appropriate wardrobe. I tiptoe past Princess—her tongue is out and she’s back to snoring—out of our room toward the sound of the roaring blender.

“Good morning, sunshine!” A very chipper Aunt Vee is in the kitchen making smoothies. “I hope you like spirulina! Your mother and I were all about it when we were roomies—and spirulina wasn’t even cool back then.”

She throws a handful of green sprouts into her murky concoction.

It’s probably worth noting that Aunt Vee isn’t my actual aunt. Rather, when my mom moved to New York to start Fordham’s PhD program in English forever ago, she rented a room in Aunt Vee’s then–Upper West Side apartment. Aunt Vee’s the last person Mom lived with before she found Dad.

“Live with Vee? Are you sure about that, honey?” Dad asked Mom while driving us to the mall to pick out a bevy of discounted, knee-length skirts, which my mom insisted were what the dress-for-success businesswoman wears to work. “Isn’t she a little bit . . . nuts?”

From what I’ve gathered from piecing together snippets of stories, when Mom was spending her nights raging in the library, her older roommate was at after-after parties, trying to re-create the “good old days” of Studio 54, where she regularly did cocaine off male models’ abs with Andy Warhol.

“It will be fine,” Mom said. “The woman’s in her sixties. I’m sure things have slowed down.”

Luckily for Aunt Vee, her surgically enhanced face, which is now turned to me with an expression of abject horror, looks closer to forty.

“What are you wearing?” asks the woman who’s decked out in skintight, neon-colored, head-to-toe workout spandex.

“Um, a skirt suit?”

“It’s so beige. And synthetic.” Aunt Vee is trying very, very hard to be nice and not frown. (The Botox helps.)

“I think it’s actually a cotton blend,” I say, looking down at my new, sensible work flats.

Oh no. Is this all wrong?

This is all wrong.

“You can’t go into a fashion magazine looking like you just walked out of some discount superstore,” Aunt Vee says.

(Let the record show that I love Target.)

Also: “We actually got it from the Gap outlet.”

(I also love outlet shopping.)

Aunt Vee shudders. “My closet. Pronto. This is an emergency.”

Aunt Vee is officially over the spirulina. She pivots and stalks toward the master bedroom with a sense of purpose. Her jet-black bob bobs up and down at her chin with every step.

I follow behind, scurrying past the gigantic wall of windows in her living room, which overlooks the park. I just barely take in the view of the treetops emerging from the shadows as the sun continues its ascent. That’s okay, though. I quickly learn that the view inside Aunt Vee’s closet is far greater than anything nature could provide.

We walk through the double doors off her dramatically all-white bedroom and are immediately enveloped in exploding colors.

“This”—Aunt Vee spreads her arms wide, her fingers sweeping the climate-controlled air of her closet—“is where the magic happens.”

There are animal prints, sparkling fabrics, and shoes. So, so many shoes.

“ ‘Summer’ is on the left.”

I turn my back on the furs—“All faux and PETA approved, Harper, so don’t look at them like that!”—of winter and fall and walk toward Aunt Vee’s summer selection.

“This is crazy-town,” I say. And it is. Aunt Vee’s closet is fancier than any store we have in Castalia.

“Au contraire, Harper. Couture is the facilitator of sanity.”

Aunt Vee starts pulling out floral dresses with plunging necklines and sheer tops. She is literally waving leather short-shorts in my direction.

I don’t know what to say.

“Um, I’m not really sure it’s a good idea to wear shorts on my first day of work.”

“These aren’t shorts. They’re leather shorts. It’s a completely different genre.”

“And . . . that makes it more work-appropriate? Because when Mom and I talked about—”

“Who do you think your mother comes to when she’s in need of fashion advice? Or, at least, she used to before your parents up and moved you all to the middle of nowhere.” Aunt Vee has the pained look of a woman on the second day of a juice cleanse.

Some people think that being from California automatically means that you live somewhere cool, like San Francisco or LA. Aunt Vee knows better.

“It’s not that bad,” I say, feeling a surprising tinge of Castalia loyalty. “And we’re not that far from San Francisco. Kind of.”

Aunt Vee sighs.

“You’re using San Francisco as your fashion talisman? Harper, hoodies pass as formal attire out there.”

The woman has a point.

“All right. I’m open to your stylistic expertise.” (Aunt Vee responds with a squeal.) “But no shorts. Please.”

I’m bent over picking up a dress that fell from Aunt Vee’s arms when she stops squealing and shouts, “Stop! That one’s perfect!”

She drops the rest of the clothing she was considering on the floor and pushes me toward the full-length mirror.

“See?” she raises the short (very short) white linen dress—decorated with intricate stitchwork around its low neckline—in front of my thin, five-foot-two-inch frame. “See how the cerulean embroidery makes your eyes pop? They look so blue.”

“It won’t show too much cleavage?”

Aunt Vee and I both give my minimalistic boobular region a long look over.

“I honestly don’t think that that’s going to be an issue, Harper.”

“Point taken.”

“Now”—Aunt Vee scans the closet—“we need some accent pieces.” She snatches a pair of blue strappy heels from her wall of shoes and throws them in my direction.

“These shoes,” she says. “And . . . this purse.”

She hands me a canary-yellow bag that even smells brand new.

“I don’t know,” I say, holding it carefully. “I’d be worried I’d scratch it.”

“Well, try not to. It’s a Birkin.”

I show no sign of recognition.

“Oh dear, I have so much to teach you,” she says comfortingly. “Let’s just say a Birkin costs more than a Mercedes. Only a small one, though.”

Oh, hell no. Heels I can manage. (I think.) Heels the first day on a job make sense. But I definitely don’t want to carry a small Mercedes on my arm. There’s absolutely no way I could handle the constant fear of scuffing it. Not to mention the constant fear of being judged as the seventeen-year-old who brought a Birkin to the first day of an internship. “Thank you, Aunt Vee, thank you. But I can’t. It’s too much.”

“Too much?”

“Too much!”

“Well, you’re no fun at all, but I suppose a Birkin could be overkill.” She puts her hand on my shoulder and I breathe a sigh of relief. “Maybe it’s more second-week appropriate.”

Our bonding moment is interrupted by a buzzing sound coming from the pocket on Aunt Vee’s butt. She unzips the back of her yoga pants to retrieve her iPhone. The back of the case has a picture of Princess wearing a tiara.

“So sorry, Harper, but I’m going to have to run to a PiYoCo class.”

Blank stare from me.

“Pilates-yoga fusion with an emphasis on working your core. Everyone’s doing it! But before I go, I demand a quick little fashion show to make sure it all works.”

Like that, she’s off to her spirulina, and I’m in the closet alone for the first time. I take a long, slow breath of the lavender-scented air.

“Wow,” I say to the abandoned yellow Birkin. I put it back incredibly carefully between its green and purple brethren. “What just happened?”

I take off my beige blazer, beige skirt, and white button-up to replace them with everything I’ve collected from what has proven to be both my most and least expensive “shopping spree” ever.

“Harper!”

“Coming!” I give myself another look in the mirror, and I’ve got to say, the tiny stitches of blue do make my eyes pop against my pale complexion and dark hair.

I look good.

Princess grunts at the second disruption to her beauty sleep when I go back into our room to grab the big, black H&M bag I got with Kristina on a trip to SF so that I can show Aunt Vee the finished product. (I guess I’m the finished product.)

“Oh, Harper!” Aunt Vee clasps her hands together. “Now this is a first day of work outfit. You’re a knockout! There’s just one last thing. . . .”

Uh-oh.

Aunt Vee unties a scarf from the handle of her workout bag. “I suppose I understand skipping the Birkin, but can we at least tie this onto your purse? It will really pull the piece”—Am I the piece?—“together.”

A scarf. I can handle a scarf.

“Thanks so much, Aunt Vee.” I take it and knot it where the base of the strap meets the body of my bag. The royal-blue, gold, and cream design looks very midcentury. Kind of like something Audrey Hepburn would have worn to cover her hair on a windy day. “It looks great.”

“Well then, my work here is done. Have Lothar downstairs call you a car and charge it to my account. The subway gets so hot and crowded during the morning rush that the humidity and body heat will completely ruin your fresh aesthetic.”

Even though I studied the intimidating subway maps and have memorized my route, I don’t argue. I have a lot to process, and my day hasn’t really even started yet.

I had hoped to get to work a good half hour early so that I could grab a real New York bagel and drink an iced coffee on the edge of the office building’s iconic fountain while mentally preparing for my first day, but after my fashion show for Aunt Vee, that clearly isn’t going to happen. I’ll be lucky if I get there with thirty seconds to spare.

I fly out of the Fifth Avenue apartment’s foyer as soon as the car arrives.

I fly out the door.

I fly down the stairs.

And then I’m literally flying through the air. That is, until I’m not. There’s a loud thunk on the ground (me) and a high-pitched yelp (not me).

“What the hell ?” When I try to get up, I realize that my legs are tangled up in . . . leashes? A Pomeranian scampers over my fallen body and a yelping Goldendoodle inspects my (now-bare) foot with his wet nose. Towering above us all is a tall figure with a messy flop of brown hair—his face obscured by the sun. His hand descends and I stretch mine out, getting ready to be helped up. But his diverts to scoop his dog-walking wards away from me as quickly as possible. As if I’m toxic.

“What the hell ? You bulldozed directly into Atticus. You almost impaled him with your shoe!”

The very pissed-off dog walker points accusatorially at the Golden, who, yelp aside, shows no sign of damage from the alleged bulldozing. Thank God.

Unscathed, the puppy is enthusiastically chewing on my right shoe, which must have flown off upon impact. But Dog Walker doesn’t care. He turns his finger from Atticus to me (note: I’m still lying on the ground, injured for all he knows), ranting, “This is what happens when idiots text and walk.”

Excuse me?

“I think you’re kind of mischaracterizing what happened.” I unwrap a leash from around my calf. “Besides, I was not texting and walking. I was . . . okay, I was Google Mapping and walking.”

Totally different.

“Well, there’s an alternative to, ‘I’m so sorry for my recklessness and animal endangerment,’ ” he says.

“As opposed to your gentlemanly, ‘Are you hurt? Here, let me help you up and extricate your sandal from my dog’s slobbery mouth.’ ”

I stand, lopsided. Even in my single heel, I come up only to his chest, putting me at direct eye level with the words “Varsity Lacrosse” written across his T-shirt. Well, that makes sense. Some might call him cute, what with the height and the freckles, but I know better. That endearingly crooked nose is probably a result of one too many lacrosse sticks to the head. Total Neanderthal Jock. The kind who would never talk to me in the halls at school unless I came as a package deal with Kristina.

I hobble over and try to pull my shoe away from the Goldendoodle.

“You do not get to call him slobbery right now.” Neanderthal Dog Walker takes the now-dripping-wet footwear away from Atticus.

Under completely different circumstances, I would take this one-on-one, male-female interaction as an opportunity to practice bantering—a true dating master needs to master the art of banter . . . I read it online—about how my name and the dog’s name were both inspired by To Kill a Mockingbird, but instead I wave my shoe in his direction and shout, “If the salivary gland fits!”

I shoo the Pomeranian away from the spilled-out contents of my bag—“Now you’re attacking Poncho!” Neanderthal Dog Walker shouts—and pick up my compact mirror to try to assess the damage to my, as Aunt Vee put it, “fresh aesthetic.” Ugh, make that my slightly wilted aesthetic.

“You are not checking out your hair right now!”

I unleash my best withering side eye. “You know, just before right now I thought that the rumors about New Yorkers being giant assholes was a lie. Thanks for proving me wrong.”

Jerk.

I dramatically fling my bag over my shoulder, teeter to the car Lothar the doorman called, and slam the door. I put my shoe back on.

“You all right, miss?” the driver asks as I scoot in.

My shoe is somewhat damp.

“Yeah, I’m good. I’ll be good.”

Maybe if I say it loudly enough, that will make it true.
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KRISTINA AND I SHARE THE secret shame that it took both of us three—that’s right, three—tries each before we passed our driver’s license tests. The failure bonds us, like a friendship bracelet.

But after my car ride from the Upper East Side to Shift in Lower Manhattan, I realize that we just took our road tests in the wrong city. Because based on how nutso the drivers here are, I think that we would have been the freaking star students at the New York City DMV.

“Oh my God, watch out!” I shout from the backseat of the black car as it careens down Broadway, weaving between taxis. And to think that I was worried he would be going too slowly.

The driver responds to my concerned cry by cutting off a bicyclist who really shouldn’t have opted out of wearing his helmet today. Just as I cover my eyes, the car makes an abrupt stop.

“We’re here.”

I look between my fingers and see a very pissed-off (but very alive) Citi Biker flip us off as he races past the exterior of a building I’ve studied relentlessly in Google Image Search.

The Bosh Media Building.

In Castalia, a four-story office is considered a high-rise. But in Manhattan the high-rises are high. So high, in fact, that from my vantage point in the back of the car, I can’t see even halfway up the architectural marvel that is Bosh Media.

It literally glimmers.

These walls, which are made out of reflective glass, house all the Bosh Media publications, which range from Gilded Putter (for golfers) to Disrupting (for techies) to Shift (for teen fashion slaves) to Iconic (for adult fashion slaves). Pretty soon, five days a week, between the hours of nine and six, it will house me, too. That is, if I can make it up to HR in the next, oh God, I only have three minutes!

    I thank the driver and get out of the car as quickly and carefully as humanly possible. I definitely don’t want to flash all my potential new coworkers before I even get into the building. (Like the Birkin, that kind of behavior might be more “second-week appropriate.”) I maneuver myself out of the vehicle with my dignity intact, walk past clusters of “I ♥ New York” tourists saying “cheese” to their selfie sticks in front of the Bosh Media fountain, and check my white dress for paw prints in the building’s mirrorlike windows. Phew.

I give my reflection a quasi-confident smile as I walk toward and then through the rotating doors, into the—oh my God. There’s an actual waterfall right smack in the middle of the lobby. A waterfall of skyscraper proportions. There are gigantic koi swimming in a large pond under the streaming water.

Where the hell am I?

I ask a hulking security guard as much, although in politer terms. He points me toward a front desk, where I show a receptionist my driver’s license in exchange for a day pass. I hand my purse over to get x-rayed as I walk through a metal detector, and am then directed to take the first elevator on my right to HR, which is located on the thirteenth floor. My slightly unstable heels click to the first elevator bay.

Shit.

Everyone is wearing a suit.

I squeeze into an elevator and notice an older woman in beige and very sensible work flats giving me a not-so-subtle head-to-toe. Her eyes linger and widen when they get to my bag.

Might I repeat? Shit.

When the elevator dings, I can’t get out fast enough, almost tripping over my heels as I exit. A stabilizing hand grabs on to my elbow.

“New intern?” a smiling lady (in a skirt suit!  ) asks.

I nod, pulling down on my dress to create the illusion of modesty.

Skirt Suit gives me a far kinder head-to-toe. “Let me guess. Based on the outfit you’re either working for Shift or Icon?”

“Shift.”

“All right, hon, the other girls are waiting in Huddle Room B to start orientation.”

She steers me down the hall toward whatever the heck the huddle room is and pauses in front of the door. I’m semi-scared to open it and see what’s going on on the other side.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, dear.” And then, before she leaves me to fend for myself, “Nice scarf.”

I take a breath before I push the door open to—OH, THANK GOD. I have never been happier to see leather short-shorts in my entire life. A group of five extremely well-dressed Amazons with perfect hair and gravity-defying heels towers over a snack table with coffee, an untouched basket of pastries, and . . . a bowl of cantaloupe. No way. I have to Snapchat a picture of the orange melon to Kristina. I start giggling, which very quickly turns into awkward laughter as soon as I notice that all five pairs of eyes—framed by impeccably applied colorful liner—are staring at me like I’m a crazy person.

“Sorry,” I say. “It was just the cantaloupe. . . .” Um, how do I even begin to finish this sentence?

“Do you want some?” A girl who put her printed-out “Gigi, Arts & Culture Intern” name tag on the bottom of her white leather short-shorts motions to the bowl of fruit. With hair swept into voluminous black curls and a light brown complexion that contrasts starkly with her all-white ensemble, Gigi looks like she shouldn’t only be writing for Shift—the girl should be on the damn cover.
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