
[image: Cover: We Can't Keep Meeting Like This, by Rachel Lynn Solomon]


We Can’t Keep Meeting Like This

“Swoony, thoughtful, and hilarious.”

—EMMA LORD, New York Times bestselling author of Tweet Cute

Rachel Lynn Solomon

Award-winning author of Today Tonight Tomorrow






Praise for TODAY TONIGHT TOMORROW



[image: star emoji] “A dizzying, intimate romance.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS, starred review

[image: star emoji] “Wraps the immediacy of a single day with outstanding layers of nostalgia, empowerment and self-acceptance.”

—BOOKPAGE, starred review

[image: star emoji] “This funny, tender, and romantic book is fresh and wholly satisfying.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, starred review

“Fun, flirty, and downright adorable.”

—DEB CALETTI, award-winning author of A Heart in a Body in the World and Girl, Unframed

“Today Tonight Tomorrow is romance done right.”

—TAMARA IRELAND STONE, New York Times bestselling author of Every Last Word

“I fell head over heels for this smart, swoony, hilarious story.”

—JENNIFER DUGAN, author of Hot Dog Girl








[image: We Can't Keep Meeting Like This, by Rachel Lynn Solomon, S&S Books for Young Readers]






For Jennifer Ung.

You make every book feel grand.






Were I to fall in love, indeed, it would be a different thing! but I have never been in love; it is not my way, or my nature; and I do not think I ever shall.

—JANE AUSTEN, Emma








1

At this point, I should be strong enough to resist a cute guy in a well-tailored suit.

I knew my ex would be here. In the wedding party. Wearing a tux that would undeniably accentuate the bold lines of his shoulders. And yet when I saw him enter Carnation Cellars, a garment bag slung over one arm, a wire in my brain sparked and a neon sign flashed DANGER, QUINN BERKOWITZ, and the next thing I knew, I was shoving myself into a broom closet and shutting the door behind me.

It’s possible I’m not great at confrontation.

Someone coughs. My heart leaps into my throat as a single light bulb flicks on, illuminating my sister.

“What are you doing in here?” I ask.

Asher’s in her wedding planner uniform: black blazer, black pants, dark hair in a topknot. I’m only a little dressier in a gray sheath and navy tights. When I’m behind the harp, plucking away at Pachelbel’s Canon during the processional, I’m meant to be part of the scenery. Pretty, but not too pretty. Decoration.

“Pregaming.” Asher takes a sip from a flask designed to look like a compact. “Just a sip when things get stressful. Calms me right down.”

“Mom and Dad will kill you if they see that.”

“And I value my life too much for that to happen,” she says. “What brings you to my closet?”

“I, uh, know someone in the wedding party,” I say, trying to banish the image of him leaning over me in his car last month, but my anxiety-brain grabs hold of it, shines a light on it, hits repeat. “Intimately.”

“Who is it?” she asks. “Will? Corey? Theo?”

“That list is really not painting me in the best light.” I lean back against a row of chardonnay and press my lips together in a firm line before letting his name slip through. “Jonathan.”

“Jonathan Gellner! As in, brother of bride Naomi Gellner. Right. He was…” She trails off, as though searching her memory for an adjective I used when describing him to her.

Sweet. Jewish. Probably pissed at me.

We met at a BBYO party, and though I’d joined the Jewish youth group to feel more connected to my religion, I didn’t anticipate this precise kind of connection. He was a cardboard cutout of a hot guy: dark hair, blue eyes, one perfect dimple when he smiled. We hadn’t talked about making the relationship official, but I worried it was heading there. This is the first time I’ve seen him since, well, our first time. Everyone says the first time can be painful, but mostly I just felt awkward—so awkward that I ended things via text the following day, three weeks ago. It would be easier if he never had to see me again, if we never had to talk about it. If I never had to think about those twelve minutes in the back seat of his car or the bruise on my hip shaped like the gearshift of a 2006 Honda Civic.

“A bad decision,” I finish for her.

“We’ve all been in uncomfortable situations.” Asher reaches up to keep the light from swaying. “It’s part of the job. Do you think I loved planning the wedding of the teacher who gave me a C in freshman algebra? No, but I kept things professional.”

As my mom always says, we’re in the business of the most important day of people’s lives. Nothing less than our best—that’s her motto.

“I’m trying,” I insist, even as my mind remains set on mapping out the most disastrous ways this wedding could end. Jonathan confronting me on his way down the aisle and demanding an explanation. Jonathan reciting our text history in lieu of a toast. Jonathan requesting a harp rendition of “Like a Virgin.”

Asher holds out the flask, and I take a sip I immediately regret. It feels like swallowing nail polish remover. For a moment I’m convinced it’s going to come back up, but it slides down my throat and settles in to war with the anxiety in my stomach.

“Thanks,” I say. “I love it when you condone underage drinking.”

She rolls her eyes, stashes the flask in her back pocket, and opens the door. The light catches the diamond of her engagement ring, or maybe she just knows exactly the right angle to position her hand. Her fiancé messaged me about a dozen ring options before he proposed, wondering what she’d like.

What I didn’t say: they all kind of looked the same to me.

Asher pulls out the phone she keeps clipped to her belt. On days I’m playing the harp instead of playing my parents’ assistant, I make sure whatever I’m wearing has deep pockets. A moment later, our group chat buzzes against my right thigh.


B+B Fam

Asher: Just finished placing name cards. Bridesmaids/groomsmen status check?

Dad: Guys looking [image: fire emoji] and almost ready for [image: camera emoji]

Mom: Need help in the bridal suite. Asher, Quinn?

Quinn: Be there soon



Before the Jonathan sighting, I was on my way to retrieve a glass for the groom to break during the ceremony, so I swing through the kitchen and grab one, exchanging waves with the husband-and-wife owners of Mansour’s, the catering company my parents have partnered with for years. Then I wrap it in a cloth napkin, deliver it to the rabbi outside under the chuppah, and race to catch up with my sister.

We’ve done weddings at Carnation Cellars before, but this is our first one of the summer. The rustic winery thirty miles east of Seattle has high ceilings, fairy lights wrapped around rafters, and rows of white chairs in the garden, where the ceremony will take place. The whole wedding cost about a Tesla and a half. It’s not that I can’t see the magic, because it’s hard not to when the venue is this stunning and the sweet scent of lilies and gardenias hangs in the air. It’s that it feels a little less magical after doing it a few hundred times. After knowing how many breakdowns and fights about color schemes and meddlesome in-laws happened along the way.

The bridal suite is up a spiral staircase and at the end of the hall, with a sign that says FUTURE MRS. GELLNER-BRIDGES hanging on the door. Asher knocks with two knuckles.

“Come in!” calls my mom.

As far as bridal suites go, I’ve seen worse. The six bridesmaids are positioned in powder-pink upholstered chairs, none of them dressed yet. A makeup artist is sweeping blush onto the cheeks of the bridesmaid nearest me, who’s filming an Instagram video. Makeup and hair products cover the vanity counters, suitcases spilling their contents onto the floor—extra clothes, chargers, tampons, water bottles, jewelry. I even spot a strip of condoms peeking out from a garment bag.

Naomi, wearing a white robe with #BRIDEBOSS printed on the back, stands in the corner with my mom, who’s bent over a heap of ivory fabric and lace. “Is it going to look too obvious?” Naomi asks. Her long blond hair is braided down one side, and she has the end of it gripped between two manicured nails.

“Not at all,” my mom says smoothly as she runs a needle and thread through what looks like a broken zipper. “This happens all the time, believe it or not. And everyone’s going to be looking at the gorgeous smile on your face, not your lower back.”

“Unless they’re Jonathan’s friends,” one of the bridesmaids puts in, and they share a laugh while Naomi mimes retching onto a barely touched charcuterie board. How anyone can leave a hunk of Brie just sitting there is beyond me.

“How can we help?” I ask, putting on my peppiest voice. I’m safe in here. And today is about Naomi, as my mom would be quick to remind me, not the history I have with her brother. Hashtag bride boss!

“Quinn, sandpaper, please.” Mom delegates without looking up from her sewing. “And, Asher, steam the dresses?”

I’ve never known someone who draws so much energy from the chaos around them. Mom’s suit is pressed, not a hair in her bun out of place, her cat-eye glasses making her look somehow both retro-cool and fifteen years younger. Asher is her carbon copy, already leaping into action across the room, plugging in the steamer and holding it up to the first mauve bridesmaid dress, a chic Grecian halter with a floor-length skirt. They’re often mistaken for sisters, so it makes sense that she followed in Mom’s footsteps, studying business and officially joining Borrowed + Blue after graduating college three years ago.

I unzip my mom’s emergency kit and extract two sheets of sandpaper. Dad carries one too, but Mom’s could double as an apocalypse preparedness kit. It’s a rolling suitcase filled with beauty products, first-aid items, at least five kinds of tape, breath mints, gum, and Listerine strips, bug spray, deodorant wipes, a hot glue gun, protein bars, bamboo skewers to prevent any cake-toppling, a spool of ribbon in case a bride forgets her something blue, and about a hundred other things guaranteed to solve any wedding catastrophe. When I was little, it mesmerized me. I wanted one just like it, and for my fourteenth birthday, she gave me my own, a miniature version of hers with my name embroidered in gold floss. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I’d already decided by then that wedding planning wasn’t my future career.

The bride’s and bridesmaids’ shoes are lined up like little patent-leather soldiers. It took only one bridesmaid slipping down the stairs and spraining an ankle for my parents to learn to scuff their shoes before the ceremony. I scrape each pair of shoes enough times to ensure no bridesmaids will be plunging to their deaths today, then finish them off with hair spray.

“I love these dresses.” Asher runs her hand down the length of a mauve skirt. “They’re elegant, but they feel like they’ll be easy to move in. And this beading along the neckline… gorgeous.”

“Naomi did a mitzvah, picking out these dresses,” says the maid of honor.

“Are you sure you don’t tell everyone that?” Naomi asks Asher. “Even the ones in ruffles and shoulder pads?”

A bridesmaid shudders as she grabs a cluster of grapes. “Don’t talk to me about shoulder pads. I’m still recovering from Tiffany Schumacher’s wedding, and that was five years ago.”

I gesture to Asher, Mom, and me with my can of hair spray. “Wedding planners are excellent liars. I’m sure we would have been all over those shoulder pads.”

“I might even have some extras in my emergency kit,” Asher says. “You never know when you’re going to need to relive an entire decade’s worst fashion choices.”

Mom gives us a judgmental shake of her head, but I can tell she’s fighting a smile. “Please excuse my daughters. They’re still learning basic human interaction.”

“You love us,” I say.

“Unfortunately.”

“Pulse check,” says another bridesmaid, a redhead with an orchid clip in her hair, as she reaches for a cracker on the charcuterie board, careful not to mess up her lipstick as she chews. “How are you feeling? No last-minute regrets?”

The maid of honor snorts at that. “Those would be some expensive regrets.”

“I’m feeling surprisingly chill, now that I know I’m not going to be flashing my ass to my new husband’s parents,” Naomi says. “I’ll be even better if Nana Pearl manages to stay away from the bar all evening.”

She wouldn’t be our first drunk grandma. I’ve seen every kind of wild wedding guest: friends who give humiliating toasts complete with PowerPoint presentations, parents who refuse to acknowledge the other family, even a woman who declared her love for her sister’s groom when the officiant asked if anyone objected. Ever the superhero, Mom shuffled her outside, calmed her down, and kept her far away from the bride the rest of the night.

I run my palm over the bottom of the last pair of shoes. “All set.”

“I never would have thought of that with the shoes,” Naomi says. “You guys are amazing.”

“Speaking of alcohol,” one of the bridesmaids says. “Is there any way we could get some champagne?”

Mom glances up from her sewing. “There’s no champagne? Isaac was supposed to make sure all the rooms were stocked.”

A tiny furrow appears between her brows when she mentions my dad, so slight you wouldn’t notice unless you were looking for it.

I am always looking.

“I’ll get it,” I say, rising to my feet so fast my knees pop. I like it in here, but I’ll do anything to keep that furrow off my mom’s face. “And some straws.” To avoid smudged lipstick. We use biodegradable ones whenever we can.

“Quinn, shouldn’t you be warming up?” Mom checks her watch. “Guests will be arriving in thirty minutes.”

“I’m warm,” I insist, because going outside will bring me that much closer to confronting a certain driver of a certain Honda Civic. Mom lifts her eyebrows in a nothing-less-than-our-best kind of way I know not to question.

At least she’s not thinking about my dad and what he was or wasn’t supposed to do anymore. Maybe the champagne seemed small, insignificant, but I should know that’s all it takes to shatter something I was so sure could never break.

And because my anxiety-brain is never content to stress over one thing when it could be stressing over five, I also know I can’t delay the inevitable: trying to look elegant while Jonathan stares at me, or worse, deliberately avoids eye contact. If he manages to talk to me, he’s going to want to know why I broke up with him.

And I’m not sure I can give him an answer if I can’t even figure it out for myself.



The harp is the kind of instrument usually associated with old ladies or baby angels in Renaissance art who are all dead behind the eyes. I learned from my grandma, who played at weddings and retirement homes and babysat me when my parents were busy building their business. Her music was the only thing that could lull me to sleep. That evolved into spending hours upon hours watching her as I grew older, and as soon as my coordination skills caught up with my fascination, she started teaching me with a child-sized 22-string. Her death when I was twelve sapped some of the joy from it, and my parents sapped the rest. The following year they started offering me to their clients as a fun bonus—book Borrowed + Blue and we’ll throw in our harpist daughter for free!

With everything else, I can force a smile. I can pretend I still believe in the magic of happily ever after, that the bride and groom will always gaze at each other the way they’re going to under the chuppah tonight. But these days my grandma’s Lyon & Healy, though gorgeous, feels like a fifty-pound weight on my shoulders.

I follow Asher back down the stairs so she can fetch the champagne while I put on a plastic grin and play scales. I have to go through the kitchen to get outside, where my harp is sitting near the chuppah, but I pause in the doorway when I hear a flurry of activity inside.

“… didn’t realize you’d be back today!” one of Mansour’s staff cater-waiters says, clapping a tall, dark-haired guy on the shoulder as he buttons a black vest over a white shirt. “How was your first year?”

A low voice answers back something I don’t catch because there’s no way this is really happening.

Didn’t realize you’d be back.

No. No no no. This was not something I ever considered a possibility and therefore didn’t let myself stress about it. I would take a hundred Jonathan Gellners interrogating me about our sexual history over this. This is at the top of my Bad Decisions with Boys list, and we’ve never so much as held hands, unless you count the flail-dancing we did as kids.

He must have been in Seattle on breaks from school, but they never coincided with weddings B+B was working with Mansour’s, and while I couldn’t forget him completely, I’d finally been able to thought-spiral about him only every other week. A real victory after what happened last year.

Maybe I can go around back. Maybe I can slip outside before he sees me. I have to slip outside before he sees me, before—

“Quinn?”

That voice. It’s a time machine of familiar longing, tugging me back to the weddings our families worked together, the days we spent stealing sweets off caterers’ trays. The nights we spent in some of the loveliest places in the Seattle area, the scenery playing tricks on me, turning a childhood crush into something heavier. The email I sent last September, hazy with the end-of-summer blues, confessing my feelings to him.

The email he never answered.

Tarek Mansour is staring right at me, black tie loose around his neck, vest half-buttoned. The pleats in his slacks are crisp, like they’ve been freshly ironed. His eyelashes are long and his hair is longer and my lungs are tight, tight, tight.

“Been a while,” he says, mouth curving up slightly. It’s not even a smile—it doesn’t touch his eyes. It’s smile-adjacent. It shares a zip code with a smile, maybe goes to the same school and shops at the same neighborhood grocery store, but it is decidedly not a smile. There is stubble on his face, along his jawline, and he never used to have stubble like that and apparently I really like stubble if what’s happening to my heart is any indication, and I need something, anything, to anchor me, to keep me from losing my grip on reality.

The first thing my eyes land on is the tray of hors d’oeuvres on the counter next to me. So I grab a tiny cube of cheese and stuff it into my mouth.

“Quinn,” Asher says, voice pitched with worry, and before she finishes her sentence, I realize what I’m chewing is not the savory, cheesy goodness I was expecting. It’s tart. Too tart to be cheese. “That’s a mango.”
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It takes only a few minutes for my body to surrender to the allergic reaction. My lips swell and a rash climbs up my arms and neck and then I am being buckled into the passenger seat of Tarek Mansour’s car.

“I’m so sorry,” he says for the twelfth time. Asher was ready to drive me to the hospital before my mom insisted she couldn’t lose both of us, and there was Tarek, keys dangling from his index finger, concern slanting his dark brows.

It’s been years since I had an allergic reaction, mainly because I don’t encounter mangos very often. It’s not severe enough to trigger anaphylaxis—and my mom has an EpiPen in her emergency kit anyway—but because it’s been so long, my parents insisted I go to the hospital. Just to be sure, they said.

“Not your fault.” My tongue is swollen, so I have to force out the words. “Although I don’t know why you’d put mango on a cheese plate.”

“It actually goes quite well with creamy cheeses,” Tarek says. “Mango has the right amount of acidity to balance out the—” He breaks off, shaking his head. “Sorry, that’s probably not helpful right now.”

“Not really.”

I stare out the window, trying to keep my face out of his peripheral vision. It’s easier if I don’t have to look at him, because what I’ve observed so far is that college made him hot. Almost annoyingly so. He was always cute to me: when he grew his hair a bit too long, until he couldn’t delay a haircut any longer without his parents hounding him about it, and then he’d cut it a bit too short. He was cute even during his unfortunate man bun phase two years ago. Now it’s the perfect length, shaggy and curling just past his ears.

He’s Egyptian American, his mother born in the United States and his father born in France, both of them with parents who’d emigrated from Egypt. When we were ten and eleven, our parents started letting us tag along to weddings. They’d ask us to entertain the other little kids during the reception, and in our tiny suits and tiny dresses, we’d dance to songs I hadn’t grown sick of yet. As we got older, we took on more responsibilities. I’d retreat into the kitchen after a recessional until his parents or mine yelled at me for distracting him; he’d sneak me leftovers while I helped the Mansours clean up.

It was his love for baking that drew me to him before I had the words to call it what it was. Desserts were his favorite, and it wasn’t unusual for him to walk around unaware he had powdered sugar in his hair or smelled of cinnamon. Whether he was frosting mini cupcakes or balancing a tray of tomato soup shooters with wedges of grilled cheese, he had this clear passion.

And once upon a time, so did I.

The boy I used to know slouched when he walked, a side effect of a too-early growth spurt, and tugged on his long sleeves to hide the eczema I knew embarrassed him. Sometimes he even skipped weddings because of it. He’s not feeling his best today, one of his parents would say when I asked where he was.

Maybe it’s cliché to think this, but he looks so adult now. There’s a confident edge to his shoulders he didn’t have before, a new definition in his jaw. Like he “figured himself out” in college, the way people always say they’re going to do. The thought of it makes me suddenly, painfully jealous, an ache that settles beneath my ribs, pulses next to my heart.

He runs a hand over his face, drawing my attention to the scruff there. Oh yes. That too.

So I focus instead on the fight we had before he left for school and how, after I tried to make things right again, he went silent for eight months.

“Are you too hot?” he asks. I wonder if the car sat abandoned in his garage while he was away. He was so excited when he finally saved up enough for this old Ford Focus, which he plastered with stickers supporting local farms and proclaiming the benefits of eating sustainably, plus an I POWER KEXP like anyone in the 206 with decent taste. The car is so Seattle, it might as well be wearing flannel. I wouldn’t be surprised if it ran on kombucha. “Too cold? Do you want to stop somewhere?”

“I’m fine. Thanks.”

He’s clearly trying to be a good guy about all of this, but it doesn’t undo what he did, and neither does his upgraded appearance. It doesn’t change the fact that he ignored me for almost a full year, and now he’s sitting there with his great hair and his ridiculous jawline, asking me if the NPR station is bothering me like we’re two polite near-strangers instead of friends. God, maybe he really did turn into an adult, because he never used to listen to NPR.

We end up at an urgent care much closer than the nearest hospital since my reaction is more nuisance than life-threatening. Still, Tarek rushes into the lobby and explains my symptoms to the bored-looking lady behind the front desk, and I fill out the required paperwork.

Then we wait. In one corner of the room is a boy holding a red wad of tissues to his hand, the girl next to him clutching a plastic bag with what I’m half certain is a chunk of his finger in a sea of melting ice cubes. Since I’d rather not sit next to the guy who may or may not have hacked off his finger, I pick a pair of empty seats next to the vending machine.

“You really don’t have to stay,” I tell Tarek. “They’ll give me some antihistamines and tell me not to eat any more mango masquerading as cheddar, and I’ll be fine.”

“I’m not going to make you Uber home alone.”

“Are you sure your parents are okay with it?” Or maybe it’s that I wish my parents had been less insistent about holding on to Asher.

“They’ve got plenty of help.” Then he holds up a hand, a patch of rough red skin disappearing into his sleeve. “It’s usually me with the rash,” he jokes, sounding not at all self-conscious.

I give him a noncommittal grunt in return, and then we both go quiet. I cross and uncross my legs so many times it must look like I’m doing Pilates at best and a seductive chair dance at worst.

“So… you’re back,” I say, desperate to fill the silence.

He stares down at his plain black shoes with clunky comfort soles, idly scratches at that dry skin on his wrist. I wonder if he hates his eczema as much as he used to. The joke he made would indicate otherwise. “Yep.”

“For the whole summer?”

“The whole summer.”

Lovely.

“Was college…?” I trail off, unsure where I want to go with the question. “Everything you hoped it would be?”

He makes an odd face at this, one I can’t quite interpret, and then he runs a hand through the hair I used to dream about touching in that exact way. If I’m light-headed, I blame the mango. “Even better.”

“I’m glad.” It kills me to say it. Picturing him at UC Davis, taking classes in their renowned food science program, so completely sure of this thing he wants to spend his life doing—it stretches that jealous ache in my chest.

“And senior year? You had a good one?”

“Definitely.”

“Great.”

I’m not used to this stilted conversation, this way of talking without saying anything at all. We’ve always bickered, and I’m stunned to realize I miss that rhythm.

Because here is Tarek’s fatal flaw, the thing he has tried over and over to convince me is a feature and not a bug: he is, at his core, a hopeless romantic. And not the kind of sends-a-dozen-roses-just-because romantic or hides-a-note-in-your-jacket-pocket romantic. He’s much, much worse.

To date, Tarek has been in four relationships, all of them documented in excruciating detail on Instagram.

There was Safiya, who he wooed by filling her car with balloons.

Chloe, who he rented an inflatable bounce castle for on her sixteenth birthday because she told him she’d always wanted to play in one as a kid.

Paige, who he asked to junior prom with a flash mob involving his school’s dance team and an old One Direction song.

And Alejandra, who he charmed by having Mansour’s deliver a different homemade snack to each of her classes. After last period, she smashed a cupcake into his face and then pulled him in for a kiss.

He believed epic, sweeping gestures were the epitome of romance. If he wasn’t babbling to me about his latest flashy display, he was posting about it, interspersed with couple photos that were so clearly staged but inspired comments like wow otp and omg you two are the CUTEST. Meanwhile, I did… things I definitely wasn’t posting about on Instagram.

This was what we bickered about: romantic gestures, the very thing keeping our parents in business. Everything Tarek did felt fake, performative, bordering on intrusive. He’d insist he only planned a gesture when he was already in a relationship or when he was certain the other person would be open to it, but I couldn’t imagine the pressure of being on the receiving end of something like that. It wasn’t jealousy. I swear.

He and Alejandra broke up right after graduation, which meant that last summer, he was single for the first time in ages. My feelings for him whirlpooled out of control, turning me into someone who obsessed more than usual and dreamed up scenarios that could never happen. I didn’t like that person. I tried every antidote, the way I’d done for the past few years—I kissed other boys, went a full week without speaking to him, made a list of everything I didn’t like about him. Nothing worked. The more excuses I made to see him at weddings last summer, the more I could ignore the mental alarms telling me we weren’t right for each other.

I shouldn’t have ignored them. Because after our biggest fight, a fight that didn’t feel at all like bickering, I had an idea. It was obvious, really: I’d smooth things between us and let him know how I felt all at once.

So I charged forward with a grand gesture of my own. In retrospect, it wasn’t that grand, but it was about as brave as I could be.

I didn’t expect some poetic declaration of love when I sent that email the night before he left for school, even if I secretly hoped for one. I’d gone out of my comfort zone, broken all my rules, assigned words to the swirly sickness in my chest. If he rejected me, I reasoned, he’d be more than seven hundred miles away. That had to be the best way to speed up a heartbreak. At the very least, I thought I was worth a response.

Instead, after three weeks of unbearable silence, I sent him a text. Hey, did you get my email?

He replied almost immediately: yeah sorry been busy

That was it. I didn’t even get the courtesy of punctuation or capital letters. Yeah sorry been busy. He probably thought I was this heart-eyed baby high schooler trying to nab a college boyfriend, and now he’s just sitting there with his stubble and his pleated pants, an ankle resting on his knee in that trademark Casual Dude Pose.

A horrifying thought occurs to me: What if he thinks I’ve been pining for him all year?

I have a sudden urge to take a bath in mango smoothie.

“Quinn?” a nurse calls, and I spring to my feet.

Tarek makes a move to follow me, but I hold up a hand. Blessedly, he sits back down, resumes his CDP.

The nurse takes my vitals and tells me the doctor will be in shortly, which in urgent-care-speak means anywhere from three minutes to eternity. No one seems to take the “urgent” very seriously. Once I was here with my best friend, Julia, when she sliced her heel on a jagged rock at Green Lake, and we waited for two hours before someone stitched her up.

“I’m sorry, that doesn’t look very fun,” says the doctor when she steps inside.

“That’s where you’d be mistaken. I’m having the time of my life.” I explain to her that I’m allergic to mangos but I haven’t had a reaction in forever. “Gimme the good drugs.”

The good drugs turn out to be a dose of Benadryl along with a prescription stronger than what you can get over the counter, plus a topical steroid cream.

“The rash should clear up in a few days,” she says, and tells me to come back or see my regular doctor if it doesn’t. “Oh—and the antihistamines are going to make you a little drowsy.”

By the time I meet Tarek back in the waiting room, where he’s scrolling through his phone, the guy with the possible missing finger is gone. It’s seven thirty, and Naomi and Paul have probably already had their first dance. We’re usually scheduled to leave after the cake cutting, but with a wedding as big as theirs, we’ll stay longer to coordinate transportation for the guests.

“Everything good?” he asks, slipping his phone back into his pants pocket. “You’re already looking a lot better.”

My face flames at this non-compliment because of course it does. “I’ll survive. Just have to pick up a prescription, if that’s okay.”

Fortunately, there’s a drugstore around the corner. My eyes are droopy and I’m all out of small talk for Tarek. This is worse than having played harp at a wedding with Jonathan, worse than fake-smiling through the ceremony and pretending all of it isn’t some grand romantic ruse. It’s a reminder of the time last year I felt it could have been real—until a crushing wave of reality made me realize I’d been right all along.

The drive to my house is quiet as we chase the watermelon sky. Seattle summers can feel infinite, and it’s not even the solstice yet. A couple times, I catch Tarek’s eyes flicking over to me, as though he’s making sure I’m okay or maybe trying to make sense of this whole thing.

I have spent the past year convincing myself I despised you, I want to tell him. And I’d finally gotten good at it.

He puts the car in park. Rubs again at the redness on his wrist. Stop scratching, I can practically hear his mom say. I’m not scratching. I’m TOUCHING, he’d say back.

“Thanks for playing chauffeur,” I say, unzipping my bag and removing my keys, ready to pull the covers over my head and sleep for a year. Or at least until the next season of The Bachelor.

“Of course.” Tarek gestures to the purple lanyard on my key chain. It’s a newer addition, a gift from my parents when my sole college acceptance rolled in. “Hey, congrats. You’re going to UW? I meant to ask you—I never saw anything about it on social media.”

I look him right in the eye and summon all my saltiness. “Yeah, sorry, been busy.”
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The meds send me to bed at eight thirty like the wild party animal I am. I wake up Sunday morning with our eleven-year-old cat Edith on my chest. Lady Edith Clawley—so named because of Asher’s Downton Abbey obsession—was originally Asher’s cat, but she bonded with me because I slipped her slivers of deli meat. She rewards me by regularly cutting off my air supply.

“Hi, baby,” I coo at her, trying to slide her to one side. Her eyes are half closed, like it’s too early for her to give a shit. Same, Edith. Same.

I roll over and grab my phone, pushing the bottle of antidepressants on my nightstand out of the way. They’re for my OCD, and while they don’t completely silence my intrusive thoughts, they make them a lot quieter. I reply to a few texts from Julia announcing she’s returned to civilization after a camping trip and informing me I’m coming over later to get ready for Alyson Sawicki’s grad party tonight. Our last grad party—or at least the last one we’ve been invited to.

The reality of a summer weekend hits me in a way it hasn’t yet. Graduation was last week, and the next three months before college stretch ahead of me. The University of Washington is only a twenty-minute bus ride away, so I’ll be living at home, which I’d be okay with if my parents hadn’t already picked out my first-year business classes, a freshman business group for me to join, and a spreadsheet of other courses they think will serve the future career with Borrowed + Blue they’ve also picked out for me, the same way they did for Asher. Except Asher worked an after-school job that helped her save up enough to live in the dorms, while my after-school job has been practicing the harp.

It doesn’t feel like I’m moving “onward and upward,” like our valedictorian talked about at graduation. It feels like nothing is changing.

Thinking about college makes me think about Tarek, though, so before I can go down that rabbit hole, I push myself out of bed. His hair didn’t look that good. It’s just hair.

My room is the only one on the house’s third floor. Our Crown Hill home was built in 1904, which becomes extremely clear on the hottest and coldest days of the year. The moment I saw it, I fell in love with this octagonal space on one side of the house, a small capped tower called a turret. Asher thought it was creepy, so she relinquished her oldest-kid-picks-first privileges and let me have it.

Downstairs I find a post-wedding scene I’m all too familiar with. My mom is at her laptop, her wedding bun loosened into a casual ponytail, switching between our post-wedding survey and one of her endless spreadsheets. My dad is scrutinizing the massive calendar chalked on the board that is one wall of our kitchen. Each square contains the most important details for each wedding: names, location, start time, number of guests.

“Do we have an updated guest list for the Wheatley-Ishikawa wedding?” he asks. He’s weekend-dad chic in khakis and a short-sleeved button-down, sipping coffee from a mug Asher and I got him for Hanukkah years ago that says 00 DAYS WITHOUT A DAD JOKE.

“MOB just sent it over,” Mom says without glancing back at him. MOB: mother of the bride. “They’re at one ninety-three, and the venue is capped at two hundred. I told her that—”

“For the fourth time,” Dad fills in.

“Yep, and she swears they won’t go over. Although she did ask if a child counts as a whole person or half a person.”

Even I can’t help laughing at that. But this is the problem with the two of them working together and from home: they are never not working. They were able to grow the business when they brought on Asher full-time, and now at any given point, there are twenty to thirty weddings in progress.

“Morning,” I say, heading to the cupboard for Edith’s food, which I pour into her bowl while she flicks her perfect gray-striped tail back and forth.

“Morning,” Dad echoes. “Guess your new look wasn’t permanent?”

I feign a gasp. “Are you saying I couldn’t pull it off?”

Only a faint smile tugs at the corner of his mouth, indicating he’s deeply absorbed in his task.

I refill Edith’s water dish, too, uncapping the bottle of dental additive and tipping the recommended dosage into the cap. For a few seconds, I peer into the cap at the mint-green liquid. The right amount, and yet the worry is always itching at the back of my brain. No matter how many times I do this, I’m terrified I’ve accidentally added too much. If I give this to her, I’d be poisoning her. Which is why right after I pour the capful into her water, I turn the entire bowl over the sink and watch it swirl down the drain. I can’t risk it.

Before the meds, before therapy, sometimes I’d repeat this ten times in a row. Today I only have to do it twice.

“Feeling okay?” Mom says, and I know she’s talking about yesterday, not about my OCD. “I’m sorry we couldn’t come with you, but you understand. We figured you were in good hands with Tarek.”

“I get it,” I say, because I do, and it’s too early in the morning to think about Tarek’s hands. I peel open a cup of Greek yogurt and take a seat with my back to the wedding calendar. Although this way I’m staring straight at a framed Seattle Times article about B+B that ran a decade ago. THEIR BRIDE AND JOY, reads the headline that graced the front page of the lifestyle section. Asher and I are wearing veils, midlaugh as she leads me in a dance move.

A week after that photo was taken, my parents sat us down on the living room couch, Mom rubbing an invisible smudge from her cat-eye glasses while Dad forced a smile. The stress of B+B had been a little overwhelming lately, they said, what with living in the same place they worked, and my mom was going to stay in her sister’s guest room for a while.

A while—a phrase I assumed meant a week, maybe two.

I examine my parents’ grainy newspaper faces the way I always do, but I don’t see any signs of strain. And although my mom moved back in six months later, I never stop searching for the same thing in their real-life faces, even if I’m not sure what it would look like.

“I hope Naomi and Paul weren’t too upset about the lack of harp,” I say.

“We found a harp playlist on Spotify, but it wasn’t quite the same,” Mom says. “We definitely missed you.”

She has this astounding ability to guilt-trip me without saying she’s disappointed. If I hadn’t gone to urgent care, I’m sure I would have gotten a lecture about how I’m smart enough to read an ingredients list before popping something in my mouth, how I shouldn’t have done something so risky as attempting to eat a piece of cheese before a performance.

I become immersed in excavating my yogurt with a spoon, searching for the promised fruit on the bottom. There’s never enough of it.

Dad rests a hand on the seat across from me. “Mom and I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“The follow-ups?” On Sundays, I usually help Mom with post-wedding surveys, which means I also know when one of our weddings ends in divorce. Almost a quarter of the couples we’ve tracked aren’t together anymore, and I have a theory that the pricier the wedding, the likelier the marriage is to fail.

Divorce. The dirtiest word in wedding planning. The thing I was certain my parents were heading toward before my mom’s suitcase reappeared in the hallway, before they told Asher and me they’d been seeing a counselor and they were so happy Mom was coming home, so happy everything could go back to normal, and weren’t we happy too?

“No, not that.” He sits down, and the ball of anxiety that lives in my stomach tightens. “Asher and Gabe’s wedding is in three months. And, well, you probably know the amount of work Asher has on her plate.”

“Right,” I say, the anxiety crawling up my throat now, weighing down my tongue.

“We were hoping you could step in and take on a few of her B+B responsibilities. Catering, floral, transportation, mainly. It’s our busiest season, and we could really use the extra help.”

“I—oh.” My gaping yawn of a summer shrinks to the tiniest of sighs.

“We thought it would be a fun way to spend your summer,” Mom continues. “Plus, it’ll be similar to what you’ll be doing in a few years anyway. Might as well get a sneak peek.” She says this like it’s some gift they’re giving me. Like I should be thanking them.

“It’s my last summer before college,” I say quietly. I’m already booked for six weddings with two new songs to learn.

Mom doesn’t even acknowledge this. “We’ve been flexible with your schedule in the past. You know how much the clients love that this is a family business. It’s one of the reasons they pick us over other firms with more experience.”

“And how can you resist working with your favorite people?” Dad says with a wink.

No is not an option. They’re not asking me to do this—they’re telling me this is what I’m doing.

I’m used to it, though I wish I weren’t. I’ll leap at any chance to avoid conflict in my family. Other kids had family game nights and beach vacations, movie marathons and weekend hikes. The Berkowitzes had weddings. That was our family bonding. I’ve missed parties and dances and school events, all because B+B took precedence. They’ll understand, my parents always said. We need you.They made a guilt-trip sandwich out of pep and flattery, spreading a little extra manipulation on top.

“Yeah,” I say, hating myself a little. “I guess I could do that.”

Their grins grow bigger. “Perfect!”

My mom’s phone rings to the tune of the old song “Chapel of Love” by the Dixie Cups. Goin’ to the chapel and we’re gonna get married…

“That’s Melinda Nash’s mom,” she says. She picks up. “Hi, Tammy!” she says in her there’s-no-such-thing-as-stress wedding planner voice. “Oh—oh no. The maid of honor did what?”

And with that, she disappears into their office. Dad returns to his calendar, whistling Mom’s ringtone.

Sometimes it feels like they view me as just another vendor. Like we are business associates instead of family. They’ve been so eager to rush me into B+B that I’ve barely had time to figure out what I might want instead.

What I know for sure: I don’t want this job waiting for me when I graduate from their preapproved program after taking their preapproved classes. I want the satisfaction of truly earning something after working hard for it. And I can’t tell them that without offending my sister, who’s always loved B+B, who loved all her classes, who cried at graduation when they gave her a set of business cards with her new title: associate wedding coordinator. The idea of being trapped in this for the rest of my life sends me into a spiral so smothering, I’m not sure how I’d be able to climb out.

But as my parents are fond of telling their clients, weddings are in the Berkowitz DNA. They met at the wedding of a mutual friend, when they were both stuck at what was clearly a table for randoms, since none of them knew anyone else and they were the farthest from the buffet. The way my dad tells the story, a married bridesmaid caught the bouquet at the end of the night and then passed it to my mom. The way she tells it, those hydrangeas sailed right into her arms.

A decade later, my mom’s water broke at a cousin’s wedding in the middle of the hora. To this day, I have a strange and otherwise inexplicable emotional attachment to “Hava Nagila.” And when I was in preschool, my dad left his corporate job to help my mom, formerly an assistant wedding planner, start her dream business.

Then THEIR BRIDE AND JOY.

The talk on the couch.

Three place settings at the dining table, Dad all smiles and pretending it was normal, shutting down any time I asked about it until I stopped asking.

Weekends at our aunt’s place, where I slept in the guest room with Mom and a Doberman pinscher that never stopped barking at me and “go keep yourself busy” while she and Aunt Sherie had hushed conversations in the kitchen. Sometimes I thought I heard her crying.

Asher learning to drive and spending less and less time at home.

And an eight-year-old Quinn up in a tower, wondering how two people in the business of happily ever after could have a kid who felt this lonely.

When they started working together out of our home office again, I wanted to feel relieved. But they never talked about those six months that turned my world on its axis. Everything seemingly went back to the way it was before—which meant the separation could happen again, and I’d never know it was coming.

From that point on, every argument between them, no matter how small, felt like an earthquake. I couldn’t remember what had been the last straw before my mom moved out, and that made anything feel like it could be the last straw. I was always waiting, worrying, teeth gritted and anxiety-knot getting tighter and tighter.

They put on an act for their clients, one that became clearer the more time I spent with B+B. They’d been able to grow the business because people loved the idea of weddings planned by a couple in love. That Seattle Times piece had sent so many brides and grooms our way—enough to fake a happy marriage, apparently. But their grins and laughs felt false when they hadn’t even been able to prevent their own relationship from crumbling.

Nothing less than our best. They sure took that to heart.

I’m proud of what they’ve built, especially after I was certain the separation would tear it all apart. But it’s theirs, and sometimes I can’t help wondering if that means I’ll never be able to find something that’s wholly mine.
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There’s a certain glamour to a best friend’s room that makes it infinitely more exciting than your own. For me, that room is Julia Kirschbaum’s. The walls are ocean blue, a turtle paddling to the ceiling above her bed and a beluga whale on the opposite wall. She painted all of it the summer before freshman year, and my sole contribution was a three-by-three-inch portion of coral reef near the window. She’s always burning incense, but the one time I tried it in my tower, I set off the smoke alarm. Then there’s the rainbow bong her parents gave her for her sixteenth birthday displayed prominently on the shelves mounted above her desk.

I lean in close to the mirror in her attached bathroom to apply raspberry-red lipstick. At the beginning of senior year, I cut my hair into a blunt inverted bob, and now my light-brown waves skim my shoulders, my bangs long enough to pin back when they get in the way, which is most of the time.

“I don’t still smell like the Olympic National Park, do I?” Julia asks, dragging a brush through her straight blond hair, which hangs halfway down her back. Rapunzel hair, and it’s gorgeous. I’d hate her for it if I didn’t love her so much.

“Nope.” I take another whiff. “You actually smell great. What is that? And what does the Olympic National Park even smell like?”

“Damp moss and my parents’ organic beef jerky,” she says matter-of-factly. “Mom’s trying out a new shampoo recipe. Rosemary and mint. You want some?”

“Yes, please.”

Deb and Dave Kirschbaum are the crunchiest of crunchy Seattle hippies. While our other friends were sneaking pot, Julia’s parents smoked it openly around us, encouraging us to ask questions. They make their own soap and shampoo, which they sell at a local farmers market, and raise chickens in their backyard. We met in Hebrew school and bonded over the fact that our February birthdays were only days apart, which meant having our bat mitzvahs together, and we were overjoyed when the district funneled us into the same high school.

“My parents asked if I could take on more B+B work this summer,” I say. “Since Asher’s busy with her wedding.”

“And you told them no?”

“My parents aren’t like yours. I mean, you had to convince them that art school wasn’t going to stamp out all your creative impulses. They thought art school was going to be too rigid for you.”

Julia applied to a handful of art schools and decided on a small one in Brooklyn. She’ll be doing what she loves, and sometimes it’s hard for her to understand why I can’t do the same. Not just because of my parents—because there’s no singular Thing I love, not the way Julia loves murals or my sister loves floral arrangements. Telling my parents I don’t want to join B+B would not only break their hearts but would also sever my family in a way I’m not ready to face.
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