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Introduction SUGAR, SPICE & EVERYTHING NICE 
(+ CHEMICAL X)


DURING MY SENIOR YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL, I had a civics teacher whom I absolutely adored. (Anyone catch that obscure It Takes Two reference? A true Olsen twins classic.) Mr. Mack was smart and funny, but most important, he was just a great educator. I learned so much in his class—way more than what was on the syllabus. On our very first day, he had all the students enter and didn’t say a word as we sat down. After a few silent moments of him starring at us, he told us to stand up. At that point, we all thought he was going to put us in assigned seats, like just about every other teacher. But he didn’t. He told us to sit down, stand up again, sit down again, stand, sit, stand, sit… This went on for what seemed like a long time, but really was probably only five minutes.

In true Dead Poets Society fashion, young Mr. Mack did this until someone (spoiler alert: it was me) finally said out loud, “I’m sorry, Mr. Mack, but why are we doing this?”

He pointed his finger at me and, channeling his inner Robin Williams as John Keating, said sternly, “Good. You should question authority if it feels weird to you. Now sit down wherever you want and let’s get started.” And from that moment, this class chatterbox was pumped for Mr. Mack’s class. Questioning authority and staying as absolutely close to the line without crossing it when it came to rules definitely spoke to my inner rebel (or… at least as much of a rebel as a Goody Two-shoes like me could ever be).

Mr. Mack’s class was just… different. He refused to give us multiple-choice tests because he believed that those types of exams didn’t prove we had learned anything, just how good we were at memorizing facts and spitting them back out. So all his tests were open-ended—the only instructions were that we could write however we wanted in order to best convey that we had actually absorbed something.

“Because not everyone thinks in neat, tidy paragraphs,” he told us. “List some facts, draw a cartoon, write a few sentences, whatever! Anything goes, as long as you prove that you learned something.”

I obviously loved these directions. For as long as I can remember, I’ve always been looking for a way to push the limit. I would walk right up to the edge of a syllabus of what was “allowed” and actively work to make something innovative and memorable. For an entire semester of civics, I drew cartoon panels to discuss civil rights issues and resolutions. My crowning achievement: an epic Roe v. Wade cartoon. (Seriously—it was really awesome.)

I got an A in the class.

I also learned something really important about myself: I am not good at writing neat and tidy paragraphs. I don’t like them. My brain doesn’t think in neat and tidy paragraphs.

Why on earth would I start my book with neat and tidy paragraphs?

So without further ado, here’s a list of some important things about me and why you should keep reading, even if you’re a neat-and-tidy-paragraphs type of person.





My name is Abby Hoy. Hi!

I am currently in my late twenties.

I “pay the bills” as a social media influencer and content creator. I’ve been doing this in some capacity since 2014.

You might know me better as ThePennyDarling on social media!

I started my blog in 2016 and quit my day job before the end of 2017.

My husband, Preston, and I have been married since 2018. We met, got engaged, and got married in a community theatre in a park. He’s the absolute best cinnamon roll; he’s simply good to the core.

I am an adult theatre kid. Take from that what you will.

I once had an alien encounter in Roswell, New Mexico.

The first poem I remember writing was in fourth grade, shortly after 9/11, as I started using writing to deal with emotions I didn’t understand. I still have a copy.

I have a bachelor’s degree in communications, and it has mostly made me insufferable to my loved ones because whenever we fight, I ask people to reframe things in “I statements.”

I am a Saturday Night Live mega fan. I memorize stats about each person on the show (like original characters vs. impressions) the way some people keep stats on sports stars. During the COVID-19 lockdown, Preston and I watched twelve years’ worth of SNL episodes.

For some reason, I cannot pronounce the word “sixth.”

One of the things on my bucket list is to have a menu item named after me, so if you happen to be a restaurateur with a nameless dish, please keep me in mind.

I have an eight-pound morkie named Charlie. Preston and I adopted him from a rescue the day after our wedding. Charlie loves laps and is scared of potted plants. He is a very good boy.

I am the type of person who likes to dress my dog in themed outfits.

I cannot dance to save my life. I once won an award in an elementary school theatre production for having “two left feet.”

I am open about my journey with depression, anxiety, and chronic pain. I’m pro-therapy, pro-meds, and pro–mental health treatment.

I have never met a print I didn’t love. Polka dots? Absolutely. Stripes? Stripe it up, baby! Plaid? I’m plaid to wear it!

I’m a Gemini. My husband is a Virgo… if you’re the astrology type.

I wrote the book you are reading right now, and that is WILD! The wildest part about that? It’s a book that’s mostly about fashion! (And other important things like loving yourself, saying “thank u, next” to the haters, and all that fun stuff.)




What’s super crazy about this is that I used to NOT do fashion. If you look at pictures of me back in high school, I was wearing jeans and T-shirts. In college, I upgraded to wearing leggings and V-necks. At one point, I actually owned twelve of the same V-neck in different colors, exactly two skirts, and a single dress. I didn’t own anything pink or anything containing ruffles, and absolutely nothing that even hinted at a rainbow. Hard to believe, I know.

I was lazy. I was in a hurry. I didn’t care about my clothes. I was plus-size and there was one rack at the department store in town with tags up to an XXL. There were no plus-size stores. Plus-size “fashion” wasn’t a thing. I had been resigned to not having choices when it came to shopping and was just grateful to have something to wear at all, let alone something fashionable.

I got my first job at a theatre two days after I graduated from college. When I asked what the dress code was, the answer was “business casual” (which, I learned later, was SO not true). As you can probably tell after hearing the extent of my wardrobe, this was an issue. Like, a major one.

I was scheduled to start the following Monday. As a recent college grad, I had next to no money, so I went to some local outlets and thrift stores, hoping to find something I could afford. And I scored HUGE. I bought five bottoms, eight tops, a coat, a dress, and a pair of shoes for under $60. It was an epic haul, honestly. I posted pictures of it on my Instagram and got an overwhelmingly positive response.

Now, when I say the feedback was overwhelmingly positive, I mean probably all of two friends commented and gushed that I had great style, asked if I’d go shopping with them, or complimented my new outfits. But I really loved that feeling!

So I started taking pictures of my outfits every single day in the mirrors of my first big-girl job. I bought new clothes at thrift stores and off clearance racks with carefully saved pennies. I experimented with print and pattern. I learned what felt good on my body. I figured out what made me feel good as a person. I trial-ed and error-ed the absolute heck out of my own style. My sense of style grew as I felt less and less limited by my plus-size body.

I worked at that theatre for a year and a half, until I was laid off. In that time, just through posting my outfits, I gained a few hundred followers on Instagram. When I was laid off, I felt lost. It was the first time since I had started working at age fifteen that I was unemployed. I had no plan. It took a toll on my mental health. Where was I going now?

I started taking more and more pictures—mostly from my parents’ back porch—as a way to keep busy. Soon I tipped from 999 followers to the delightful 1,000 mark. I was growing, and fast.

A friend of mine from college, Afa, had experience working in influencer marketing and would sometimes text me random advice. She explained logistics, suggesting how to gain followers, how to monetize, how to market, and how to keep growing, and quickly became my biggest supporter and my best mentor. I listened to all her advice, and it worked. I remember that in one of my early outfit pictures, I wore a skirt right out of the package, and it looked incredibly wrinkled. I posted the picture and Afa texted, “If you ever post a picture with wrinkled clothes again, I’m gonna smack you in the head. Iron them, dummy.” I laughed so hard at that, but she was absolutely right. Afa is still involved with The Penny Darling today, I haven’t worn a wrinkled garment since, and I’ve learned to take her advice because she’s usually right.

A few months later, while still gaining more followers, I was offered a temporary job, this time at an office. And honestly, this job was soul-suckingly dull. It wasn’t challenging or creative or vibrant like my job at the theatre had been. I didn’t fit into this culture of salads and quiet in the hallways—everyone just seemed so… basic. Worst of all? I didn’t get any cell service in there. No texting, no social media scrolling, none of it! I was so bored.

After a month of absolutely dreading going to work, I decided I needed something to do to keep myself entertained. I started my blog The Penny Darling, mainly because I didn’t need my phone to do it. I could toggle tabs and write all day long.

I wrote my blog posts during my downtime and between instant messaging meetings with people who were ten feet away from me. My following grew. I started upping my photography game to give myself the colorful-background aesthetic to match my over-the-top fashion and style. When the temp job ended, I kept blogging, and kept on at it when I landed another gig, this time at a university.

The job itself was much more fun and exciting, but the pay was terrible and the commute was long. The plus side of working at a university was that it allowed me my summers off. I decided that during my first summer off, I was going to scrimp and save and see if I could make any money on my blog without having to get another job. I hustled, and it paid off: That July, I got my first sponsored blog post. It wasn’t enough to pay even one household bill, but I was ecstatic.

When summer ended and I went back to work, my position at the university had drastically changed—it was no longer fun or exciting, and there was no room to grow. I felt like I was going backward. I was constantly on edge, having panic attacks about events that had already happened. I knew it was no longer a place where I could grow.

I figured if I was going to be making only a few bucks more than minimum wage, I might as well shorten my commute and get a job in something far less stressful. I applied to a few retail jobs, a few nanny positions, really anything part-time to supplement my income so I could keep blogging. In this search, I met the Wilsons.

The Wilsons were an older, conservative religious couple with absolutely no sense of humor. In all my interactions with them, I never saw either of them smile or laugh. Mr. Wilson was leaving on a work trip for a few months and Mrs. Wilson had recently suffered an injury. They wanted me to come over for a few hours every day to heat up a meal, keep her company, and supervise her doing physical therapy in their pool. They were offering to pay seven dollars more an hour than my university job for the same hours per week and it was only a ten-minute commute. It was almost too perfect; plus, they offered me the job on the spot. Two days later, I gave notice at the university.

After the initial interview and job offer, I went back to the Wilsons’ to go over some logistics. In that meeting, they asked me to take on some tasks that had very much not been part of the job description, chores that were pretty demeaning. I politely declined, saying that they had not hired me as a maid, but as a “personal assistant,” and that I wasn’t comfortable taking on these extra assignments. The tone in the room shifted. They seemed shocked that I said no. The meeting ended awkwardly.

Four days after that, I got an email from Mr. Wilson saying they no longer needed my services. I wrote back that this rendered me without a job at all, as I had given notice at the university. Despite his harsh demeanor, Mr. Wilson understood that this left me in a tough position, and mailed me a check for two months’ severance for a job I never worked. It bought me time to grow, and eventually became the seed money for The Penny Darling. Mr. Wilson had become my unexpected, grumpy savior.
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I moved a desk into my living room, bought a camera better than the one on my phone, and started plugging away. It felt like my entire life turned into one big cycle of trial and error. Setting up photo locations and modeling became an outlet of self-expression for me. As The Penny Darling grew, so did I, and so did my confidence.

I remember shortly after that, I interviewed a woman who had opened her own business for a post where I was talking to local shops in my hometown. I asked her what the best business advice she had ever gotten was. She told me, “Sometimes you leap, and the net appears.” I started to tear up—her advice was so spot-on. So many times, I had taken leaps, only for the net to appear at the last minute. Her words still hold true to this day.

Right now, I’m taking way too big of a leap by writing a book. I started blogging as an escape from the mundane nuance of my post-college millennial life, and it ended up being so much more than that. I’ve come a long way over the past few years. I’ve learned a lot about myself. But I have a long way to go and continue to look forward to the person I am going to be.

So with this book, let’s leap together. Leap into being more self-confident every day. Leap with your fashion and trends. Leap even when you feel like you’re way too close to the bottom. The net will appear, I promise.
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Let’s leap together, cuties!
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MUCH LIKE MARIA VON TRAPP, I HAVE CONFIDENCE


CONFIDENCE IS NOT A DESTINATION. It’s a lifelong journey.

I didn’t “get to be” so confident in my body. It’s something I work on every day. I have moments where I’m tugging at shorts that I’m worried are too short. I have moments where I spend thirty minutes staring at my own chin and crying about it. I have moments where I feel like everyone at the gym is staring at my thick thighs.

But I work through it. Being confident doesn’t mean you’re not susceptible to negative feelings. Instead, it means your self-assurance is louder, your personality is bolder, and your self-love is bigger than the bad feelings more days than it’s not. That’s it.

Now, there’s a big difference between your body confidence and your self-confidence, at least the way I see it. Most people think the way they feel about their body is what’s holding them back from having self-confidence, but truly, it’s having the latter that gives you the former. (Woof, say that five times fast, I dare you.) You need to have confidence in yourself before you can have confidence in your body.

My body? My body is easy for me to hate or love on any given day. My body image fluctuates with the seasons, with hormones, with the weather, with whatever. But certain days are memorable. I remember getting out of my shower one day, seeing my naked body in the mirror, and instead of pinching my love handles with disdain or feeling sad about my stretch marks, just feeling exhausted. Truly, genuinely exhausted.

I was just so tired of being unhappy with my body. I thought that if for just one day, I could not care about how my body looked or moved or jiggled, I would be happy. So that day I vowed to spend an entire twenty-four hours just being a person in a body. Not a fat person, not a scared person, just a person. I kept my head up. I took up space. It was weird and wild and wonderful.

Who was I worried wasn’t going to like my body? No one around me was stuck with the damn thing like I was. I had better start liking it, I thought. It’s all I was ever going to have. This realization hit me like a bolt of lightning.

After that day, I started waking up and thanking my body for what it could do for me. Thank you, hands, for helping me send this text. Thank you, nose, for smelling the fresh-cut grass. Thank you, toes, for keeping me balanced. Thank you, ears, for letting me hear my dog sniffing to wake me up in the morning. Thank you, skin, for being freckled. I did this every day until I didn’t feel like I needed to anymore. Every once in a while, I still have to thank my body, but it’s a lot less frequently these days.

People around me started to notice my change in attitude. Friends commented that there was something different about me, but they couldn’t quite put their finger on it. But I could. I was walking taller and taking up space. It felt really good.

I had fun getting dressed and choosing clothes. Choosing an outfit became a positive part of my day. The fact that I had choices, plural, was so novel and exciting. I looked forward to getting dressed for things. I stopped dressing to “cover up” and instead wore clothes that made me feel good. I didn’t care if my outfit violated some old fashion faux pas. I didn’t care if some woman in the grocery store noticed the cellulite on my thighs. I don’t know that lady, and she has seventeen cans of creamed corn in her cart. Why would I care what SHE thinks? Also, who needs seventeen cans of creamed corn?

Because truly, I didn’t care about her opinion. She didn’t know me. This took years of telling myself, You don’t care what they think, about complete strangers before this lesson really took hold, before it became my default attitude. And some days I do still need to remind myself that my opinion of myself is the only one that matters. My self-confidence is still something that I work on every single day.

Even though developing self-confidence is no picnic, having body confidence is even trickier. Every day you have to tell yourself that you deserve to take up space; that you deserve to not have to hide; that you deserve to exist in the world without shame; that you deserve to like who you are, even if you have parts you don’t like.

Even though I do it pretty regularly, I am super shy about shooting pictures in public. (I know you’re thinking: Weird career choice if that’s the case, bro. But here we are!) I hate to be watched or looked at. I get so nervous in photo shoots that I’ve been known to have panic attacks or start crying. Once, as I was posing for a Cinderella-themed Halloween photo, a huge group of European tourists trotted by, and I was so frustrated with how worked up and nervous that made me. (I live in my state’s capital, and it actually does attract foreign tourists.) As I stood there, blushing and frustrated, I asked myself, What do I care what these people think? I was NEVER going to see them again! So I yelled to my husband (and main photographer), Preston, who was watching my growing embarrassment from farther down the steps of our state capitol building, “DO I EVEN CARE?!” and kicked one of my shoes off (for the Cinderella look, obviously). And guess what? The tourists cheered! It was the first and only time in my life I’ve had “Slay, queen!” yelled at me with a Swedish accent, but it’s an experience I won’t soon forget.

There have been countless times that I’ve gotten frustrated with myself for feeling self-conscious. In my experience, I’m usually annoyed at my own innate inability to do what other people do so easily: NOT CARE. And in order to not care, there’s some stuff you have to unlearn.
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Mythbustin’ Free

At some point in your childhood, someone taught you some general “rules”: how to dress, how to act, and just how exist in the world. You learned what your expectations should be and what you believe you deserve. I learned those things from my parents, while others may have learned them from a sibling, a grandparent, or a teacher.

And while we can learn a lot from older folks, unfortunately, times change, and what held true for one generation might not be applicable now. Also, as you age and grow and realize things, you learn new ways of thinking and develop new perspectives. You should do that—try to break down some of your learned habits or biases. A fun example: My husband, Preston, hates the Pittsburgh Steelers. But he isn’t even a sports fan! We don’t watch football. His rivalry is a learned behavior that he would be better off getting rid of. That behavior can go back in his bachelor box with the twin bed and beer posters.

Your negative biases about your body, or your thoughts on what you should and shouldn’t wear? Well, those are learned, too. Which means you can unlearn them—and help other people unlearn them, too.

Now that I’m an adult, my mom will regularly call me and ask if she can wear something. The conversation usually goes something like this:


“Can I wear horizontal stripes?”

“Yes, Mom. You can wear that.”

“What about skinny jeans?”

“Yes, you can wear that.”

“What about yellow? Can I wear yellow?”

“Yup, that, too.”
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Unteach your mom things!



We have this type of exchange probably once a week. She loves texting me her #OOTD (outfit of the day) photos, with her rocking skinny jeans or a trend I’ve never seen her wear before (while serving NO face, making her look like a serial killer). I love that! I’m so happy my mom is starting to feel more comfortable and confident in her body. It’s been such a fun transition to watch her get to a place where she feels more comfortable.

It’s definitely a bit crazy that I have to unteach my mom all these lessons about fashion that she taught me. Growing up, she told me that “plus-size women don’t wear horizontal stripes” and that we “don’t wear bikinis.” She reminisced about the first and only summer she felt she was “skinny enough” to wear a two-piece bathing suit. My mom was taught by her own mother that plus-size women always needed shapewear and girdles. Her mother put her on diets when she was in elementary school. My grandma wasn’t shy about letting my mom know that her body was a work in progress, and that less is more when it comes to a woman’s body. My mom wasn’t shy about teaching me the same. In every decade and generation, this strong diet culture and beauty standard was upheld by some fad, whether it was corsets in the 1890s or medical-grade cocaine in the 1990s, in a way that almost feels timeless.

My wardrobe growing up reflected those ideas by containing no horizontal stripes or really any type of fun patterns. I had my first pair of shapewear by the time I was sixteen. I never even thought to question these ideas. They were as ingrained as taking off my shoes before I stepped on the carpet—something I did without thinking about it because it just… was. I didn’t even know that I should challenge those ideas. For me, these ideas came from my mom. For her, it was her mom. For you, it could have been a father, a friend, a coach, anyone who was hypercritical of your body early in your life. If we, the (Degrassi) next generation, don’t challenge these standards, we condemn a future generation to the same extreme body image issues and ingrained fatphobia we grew up with.

Before I could really challenge my ideas of what self-confidence looked like, I had to examine all the things I had been taught. It was the starting point of unlearning these myths. When I started really examining these ideas, I realized that my first idea to challenge them was: You should build your wardrobe with things you love, not things you’re “supposed” to have.
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