
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication

To those still finding their way




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Author’s Note

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

P.S. Insights, Interviews & More . . .*

About the Author

About the Book

Praise

Also by Suzanne Park

Copyright

About the Publisher




Chapter One

The call I’d been eagerly waiting for came at the worst time.

Sitting on the reclined, wax-papered examination chair while waiting for my wellness checkup was not the ideal setting for a life-changing phone discussion with an executive headhunter. The nurse had already taken all of my vitals, but my doctor hadn’t made her appearance yet. It was only a matter of time.

I swiped to accept the call and whispered, “Um . . . hello?”

“Good morning, Lily. It’s Patricia. Did I catch you at a good time?”

I glanced down at my breasts and belly peeking through the opening of the cotton cloth gown. “Yes.” After double-checking the screen to make sure it was an audio-only call and not a video one, I added, “It’s a great time. I’m out and about. Running errands. Keeping busy. Do you have any updates for me? Did I officially get the job?”

When I had left the final interview with the founder of Swain & Wallace, he asked me when I could start, and soon after that, the company’s social media accounts followed me on every platform. In this digital age, that was pretty much the same thing as an offer letter.

I’d left my corporate job a few years back to forge my own professional path—consulting for start-ups and writing a series of career empowerment books—to earn more money so I could save for a down payment on a home. The salary for this executive role at Swain & Wallace was more than double what I was making now. And as a bonus, they had just built a brand-new, in-house gym. Not that I would use it, but it did have a cucumber ice water station near the locker area that I planned to visit every day.

She cleared her throat. “Well, I have good and bad news. Everyone at Swain and Wallace loved you. The hiring manager and his entire team thought you were a slam-dunk hire. The CEO even commented to the HR lead that he could see you in a C-level leadership role there someday. And technically, this morning, you were offered the position.”

Dream company. Dream job. Dream team. And an offer of employment. All of this was too good to be true. My body tensed when I noticed she didn’t end that positive feedback with a heartfelt “congratulations,” and that she had said the last part with a downward inflection. Headhunters like her worked off job-placement commission, so why wasn’t she offering to pop champagne bottles with me?

The waxy paper underneath me crinkled loudly as I sat upright. “Is there a problem?”

The sound of air expelling from her nose could mean only one thing. The bad news.

“Swain and Wallace’s HR team performed an extensive background check, as is their standard procedure. This step of the hiring process used to take a few days, but with the latest advancements, we’ve seen these screenings turned around a lot faster. I’m not sure the best way to say this . . . I’m calling to inform you that you didn’t pass.”

Didn’t pass? “Wait, I failed the background check?”

How was that possible? I wasn’t a criminal. There had to be a mistake. Unless . . . the unpaid parking tickets from Martha’s Vineyard from my early twenties had finally caught up with me? I accidentally ran a stop sign at 3 A.M. a few weeks ago in a borrowed car when I thought no one (especially no police cars) had been lurking around . . . but how could that be traced back to me? I’d also discovered I’d been driving with an expired license, but the renewal was paid, processed, and the new card was en route to my Brooklyn apartment. Then there was that angry neighbor incident, someone (not me) had poured birdseed all over his Hummer—a birdwatcher’s paradise. Oh! And there was the office package stealer who threatened to press charges when I rigged a glitterbomb explosion a few years ago—

Patricia elaborated, “I hoped it was some kind of mistake, that maybe something was wrong with the vendor’s software. We separately ran our own background check and it yielded the same results. I hate to ask this, but did you tell the truth about attending Carlthorpe College?”

That was the red flag on my record? “What? Of course I did! I’m not a liar.” The gray-haired nurse popped her head in the room, her eyes widened, and she stepped right back out, closing the door with a thump. Had she come back in because of the ten-pound discrepancy between my stated weight on the medical forms and my actual weigh-in? Because she could single-handedly prove without a doubt that I was, in fact, a liar. But honestly, who didn’t lie about those things?

Patricia let out a breath. “That’s good news. Maybe it’s just a glitch in Carlthorpe’s system then.”

“I recently paid off my student loans for college, so if I made up that part of my life, I want my money back!” I’d want all of it, plus interest.

Patricia chuckled. “Well, okay, I believe you.”

I added, “I have graduation photos to prove it.”

“Actually, if you have something more official, like a diploma or a college transcript, I think we can submit that to the HR group, argue that their system had a glitch, and this will all go away. I’m afraid photos of you in a cap and gown aren’t going to cut it though.”

My heartbeat thumped hard in my chest. Ten years since graduation and nothing like this had ever come up before. Then again, I’d worked in only one company and its subsidiaries since college and rose in the ranks there.

Did I have a diploma? Maybe? Actually . . . maybe not. After graduating, I had temporary housing before finding a more permanent living arrangement. Some of my stuff made the move, some didn’t. I didn’t have a job right away and was couch surfing for a while. It wasn’t the best time in my life, and I certainly didn’t have my mind laser focused on my diploma’s whereabouts. I never thought to get one reissued because I never had any wall space to display it. And who hung up their college diplomas these days anyway?

I took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly. “I’ll call the school and get a transcript overnighted to you.” If this was all that was standing in between having no job offer and having a dream job offer, I needed to act fast.

“Great! We have a plan then. I’ll let you go on with your day. Have a great rest of the afternoon.”

I hung up and fell back into the crinkly seat just as the nurse reentered the room. “I’m so sorry the doctor’s still running behind schedule. Unfortunately, your health profile didn’t update when I took your vitals, so I need to get your oxygen levels and BP again.”

She put a clip on my finger and wrapped the blood pressure cuff on my upper left biceps. “Try to relax your arm if you can. I’ll make sure it uploads to your records this time.” The armband puffed and deflated automatically while she took my O2 reading. “Your oxygen levels are excellent, ninety-nine percent. Your blood pressure is . . . whoa, a little high. A lot higher than before, actually. That’s strange.”

She took my wrist and checked my pulse. “Hmmm. Did anything happen that might spike your blood pressure and heart rate?” Clicking around in my health records, she looked at me and said, “Do we need to change your medications?”

“No,” I answered definitively as she removed the Velcro cuff from my arm. “No need. It’s nothing to worry about. Only a one-time, minor inconvenience that will get straightened out soon.”

She offered me a reassuring smile. “Okay then. The doctor will be here shortly.”

* * *

I MADE SEVERAL calls to the registrar’s office that afternoon, and no one picked up the phone. The on-hold message encouraged me to chat with “Carly” on the college website, Carlthorpe’s online virtual assistant beta, but the she-bot couldn’t help me because my transcripts were ten years old, past the earliest year in the drop-down menu. Apparently I’d reached the cutoff mark when alumni were “archived.” My transcript request would require manual assistance.

Carlthorpe was a leisurely four-and-a-half-hour drive from New York City, or just over three hours if you were driving like a bat out of hell, so relatively close. The train was about the same, but it also required travel to and from the train station. After my fourth attempt to call and speak with a live person, I made a decision to go to campus the next day before the morning rush hour to ask for my paperwork in person. If everything went smoothly, I could be home by dinnertime.

The 7:15 A.M. departure from Grand Central went without a hitch and the train ride was great for my work productivity. I’d managed to organize my notes and had even written a few pages of an outline by the time the train rolled into the station. I checked my watch: 10:45 A.M. Plenty of time to spare.

When my Uber pulled up to the front gates of the campus, an email notification buzzed my phone just as I exited the car. It was a note from Katherine Goodwin, the patient editor of my long-overdue book.

Good afternoon, Lily,

I was thinking more about titles this week, and maybe this new book should have a simple title, like your last one. I loved HOW TO BE A WORK SUPERNOVA, so what do you think about HOW TO LAND YOUR DREAM JOB—it’s easy to remember and straightforward, right?

How’s the research going? Last we spoke you’d been interviewing at some really hot companies and had great insight into researching dream employers. Let me know if you need to run anything by me in the meantime—always open to read any chapters you’ve written.

Also, some good news! I’ve been promoted to editorial director. I’ve cc’d Amanda Phillips, our newest team member, who will be working with me as an editorial assistant on your next book. She came over from the contracts department and is a whiz with edits and meticulous with sales and forecast numbers. We’re both excited to see what you have for us next!

All best,

K

I let out a long sigh. I’ll get back to you soon, Katherine, once I officially have my job offer in hand.

Immediately, my notifications buzzed.

Nice to meet you, Lily!

As Katherine mentioned, I’ll be working with you on your next project. Excited to get started! I took a look at your contract, and it looks like your manuscript is due. Let me know if I can be of any assistance. In the meantime, I’m updating all our authors’ bio pages on our website and retail sites. Could you please take a look at your “About the Author” page and let me know if there are any updates to your bio? Also, I see you attended Carlthorpe too! Nice to meet a fellow Carlthorpian!

All best,

Amanda

I clicked the link and it redirected to my author page on my publisher’s website that hadn’t been updated in years. Beneath my headshot was a list of my professional and academic credentials. I replied to Amanda’s email, mirroring her enthusiasm, giving her the green light to keep my author blurb the same, adding that I had an exciting new career development and would need another update sometime soon. After clearing up this clerical error with my alma mater, I could include my next position with Swain & Wallace in the marketing materials for my new book. For the author website though, it would have to wait a little bit longer.

I closed the car door and quickly checked my top-half reflection in the passenger-side window before the car pulled away. No flyaway hairs flapping in the wind. A barely wrinkled ivory silk blouse. Smudge-resistant eyeliner still resisting. A presentable, respectable alumna. Lily Lee, business consultant and author of How to Be a Work Supernova and the forthcoming second book in the series How to Land Your Dream Job, was coming back to where it all started. Carlthorpe College.

In peep-toe heels, I strode along the cobblestone walkway and through the ivy-covered, wrought iron gates of the main campus entrance, where the stationed security guard smiled and nodded at me. The registrar was the first building on the right, which I’d remembered after all these years but was validated by the campus map I’d saved on my phone. I hoped that late morning would be a good time: it was right before the lunch rush and left plenty of time for an administrator to assist me in finding my student file. This didn’t leave room for a fun, leisurely day in this quaint college town though. There would be no nostalgic strolls through the courtyard. No casual dining at the cute cafés on Main Street or partaking of the all-afternoon happy hour at the Carlthorpe Tavern. Sadly, not even a visit to the campus bookstore. My plan was to get the transcript and head right back home before the business day ended. I had more résumés to send out, interviews to prepare for, and a book that wasn’t going to write itself. My walk down memory lane would have to be another day, under happier, more forgiving circumstances.

The timeworn wooden door leading to the registrar’s office gave little resistance to my light push, and I was delighted to see I was the only person in line. It made sense: there wasn’t a ton of academic activity during the summer, and fall registration hadn’t started yet. Evidence of a birthday celebration lay behind the Plexiglas divider: large catered aluminum trays once filled with fruit salad, home fries, and pasta were now mostly empty. A small wedge of confetti cake sat in a large pink pastry box. Seeing all this food laid out triggered my mouth to water, an involuntary reminder that I needed to eat lunch. Maybe a quick meal at a dining spot on campus would be a nice treat before taking the train back to the city.

The woman at the window pushed her glasses up to the bridge of her nose with her index finger. “Student ID number please.” Her fingers were perched above her keyboard, ready to descend and peck.

“I—I’m not a student. I’m an alum.” I had to admit, it was somewhat flattering that she thought I could be enrolled here.

“Do you remember your student ID?”

I laughed. Was she serious? I couldn’t even remember my own age sometimes. “I graduated ten years ago, I don’t recall what it was, I’m sorry.” I pasted on a smile. “I’m Lily Lee. College of Arts and Sciences. All I’m looking for is my transcript. I can give you my permanent address, graduation year, pretty much everything else.” And I did, I offered her all of this personal information, as well as my social security number and academic advisor’s name.

Tap tap tap.

Tap tap tap.

“Hmmmm. Strange.” She tilted her head and squinted at the screen. With a loud, slow exhale, she muttered, “Is Lee your maiden name? Are you married?”

Okay, I didn’t expect a “marital status” type of question from her. From my older sister, yes. My mom, yes. But the registrar? No. “Lee was the name I used in college. It’s still Lee. Middle name is Ji-Yeon.”

“Can you confirm this is your student photo?” She swiveled the screen so I could get a better look at my round, youthful, pimply face and all-gums toothy grin. And by toothy, I mean I actually had fanglike cuspids that were shaved down my first year of college. Sophomore and junior year was when things got better for me. My less canine-like smile. My classes were more interesting. I even dated a charming boy and we were together for over a year, one of the longest relationships I’ve ever had. Jake Cho. The one who shattered my heart into a million pieces. It never quite fit back together again.

I verified, “Yes, that’s me, Lily Ji-Yeon Lee. I wish they had face filters back then.”

“Let me share with you what I have here, so we’re seeing eye to eye.” While the printer hummed and pushed out pages, she typed and tapped some more. She grabbed the stack of paper and slid it toward me. The pile was pleasantly warm to the touch.

“Here’s all the academic information we have on file. And your partial transcript.”

“Partial?” My stomach lurched as I flipped to the last page. All of my classes were listed from my first semester to my last. Pretty standard stuff until I noticed one thing: in my last semester, two of my classes, Economic Principles and Survey Analysis, were listed as pass/fail. The matriculation date was listed at the top of the transcript, but my graduation date was not. It was blank.

I swallowed hard. Never before had nervousness, nostalgia, and amnesia hit me at the same time.

The registrar cleared her throat. “Ms. Lee, it appears that you didn’t obtain enough credits to officially graduate. You’re five credits shy, according to your records. Some of those pass/fail credits your last semester don’t count toward graduation.”

“There must be some mistake. I attended commencement. I walked across the stage.” I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping that when I reopened them, this would all be just a dream. But when I fluttered my lashes and peeked, everything was still the same.

“Sometimes academic advisors get the graduation requirements credit tally wrong, but it’s rare. In some cases, professors turn in grades the day before graduation and we still let students walk because most of the time the kids pass, even if they get D minuses. It’s showing in our system that you switched two classes to pass/fail, which is highly unusual because typically a student is allowed only one per year. It was a special exemption, but only one of the two classes was approved to apply credits toward your major and degree. Do you remember that?”

Vaguely? My last semester was a miserable blur, and my academic advisor had never explained the full risk of switching my classes to pass/fail. Only that I could, and it was too late to drop the classes and the poor grades would drag my GPA way down. The system would generate an academic probation letter sent to my permanent address, even if it was my last semester. It would go to my parents’ home. That was my top concern at the time.

“So . . . I didn’t . . . graduate? There’s no way to work around this somehow? Like a traffic violation where I watch a whole day of online videos and take a multiple-choice quiz to clear my record?”

She adjusted her glasses again. “I’m afraid not. The good news is, you don’t have to reapply for admission. If you want to complete your credit requirements, they’re opening up fall registration next week. I don’t have much sway, but what I can do is ensure you have second semester senior status because of your credit standing. You should need only one, maybe two, courses to reach the graduation requirement, but you’d have to confirm this with your academic advisor.”

I grabbed the counter to steady myself. My head whooshed and knees buckled from this avalanche of bad news. The lack of lunch wasn’t helping with the light-headedness.

“You’d also need to confirm with your academic advisor if there are any additional requirements needed for your degree given that ten years have passed.” A fall course catalog and a heavily frosted piece of cake passed through the opening in the Plexiglas window. “It’s my last slice, but I think you could use it more than me. It’s from Sassy Girl’s. Please, I insist.”

Sassy Girl’s was a local bakery that made the best buttercream cakes in the Northeast. For the first time in my entire life, I had no desire to eat cake. But because the birthday girl was staring at me with her kind eyes through her oversize tortoiseshell glasses, I had no rational reason to protest. With the accompanying plastic fork, I tore off a sizable chunk of the tender, fluffy white cake and took a bite. A culinary masterpiece. Under different circumstances it would have brought me comfort and happiness. It was then I discovered something new about myself: that it was possible to chew, fake a smile while saying “thank you,” and cry at the same time. A latent ability I never wanted to experience again.




Chapter Two

My phone rang. Then my text messages bleeped. It happened over and over, ring, bleep, ring, bleep, until I finally called my mom back.

She greeted me with, “Ji-yeon-ah, everything okay? You should be awake.”

Umma always assumed if I wasn’t picking up the phone, I was either sleeping in or napping. As if it was a bad thing to get more rest.

“I’m awake.” Technically, I was. I just happened to be lying fully flat on my bed, unshowered, with my pajamas still on. It was 1 P.M.

“I’m buying steak dinner to celebrate good news!”

“What good news?” I bolted upright. Maybe my sister was pregnant again. Or she got a job promotion. By steak dinner, Umma usually meant the eight-ounce sirloin steak combination dinner at Applebee’s. For her, steak dinners were reserved for only the most special of celebrations.

She chuckled. “Your new job. I see you talk about on the Instant Grams.”

I clicked over to my Instagram account. Sure enough, a couple of weeks ago I had teased that I was looking for a career change and things were going well with my job interviews. I shared an old video of me on a basketball court, making an effortless shot from the three-point line. After my Swain & Wallace interviews, I took a photo of me in my interview suit in front of the company’s high-rise building in Midtown and uploaded it too. Maybe I should have deleted that.

“Last time you tell me your interviews were good. I tell all our church friends that you working at big global business soon and also writing new book! They ask if your company have office in Seoul, and I checked internet, and tell them yes!” she chirped.

My stomach sank. How could I tell my mom the truth now? If I did, she would worry herself sick about my finances, and be horribly shamed when people in the church community asked about my job or my possibly never-forthcoming book.

But was this an opportunity to unshackle and free myself from the burden of being a people pleaser, especially to my parents? Because of our money problems growing up, my whole adult life I tried to be fiscally independent. I took a job with a good salary and decent health insurance to compensate for my parents’ past financial hardship, just so they wouldn’t worry about me. I attained academic success, or so I thought, and used the Carlthorpe name for networking purposes and to buoy my job candidacy. Then I took a risk by doing what I had always wanted to do: I quit the corporate grind to go out on my own. All along the way, nonstop, crippling guilt plagued me, because my parents gave up their lives and their own professional dreams in Korea so my sister and I could have a better future, and I was risking it all by choosing a more entrepreneurial path.

And look where I was now.

Tears that Umma couldn’t see flowed down my cheeks, as she expressed her own gesture of pride by offering me a top sirloin steak at her favorite chain restaurant. This was a big deal for her, so I made the decision to keep my secret close to my chest instead of admitting the truth, hoping this choice wouldn’t be one I would regret later.

“Can I get a raincheck on dinner? I’m going to be busy the next few months,” I explained vaguely.

Confusion clouded her voice. “You starting job right away?”

I swallowed hard. “Not exactly. I’m starting a new job after four months.” Not untrue. I would be starting some kind of job at some point after four months. “In the meantime, I’m going to take some classes to help educate me for my new job. Digital marketing and the tech landscape have changed so much. I thought by taking some special classes offered at Carlthorpe I could get ahead at work—maybe it could mean more money down the road.” Swain & Wallace’s HR lead told me that once I cleared the background check they would reconsider me for the position, if it was still available. It wasn’t a guarantee, but I needed to do everything within my power to get that job back.

Perhaps suspecting something, she questioned, “Are you sure nothing is wrong?”

She was older now and retired, and over time we’d bickered less, mainly because I’d found ways to distance myself from my parents when they were causing stress. These were her golden years. I didn’t want to burden her with any of this.

I replied confidently, “Geokjeong haji maseyo.” Don’t worry, Umma. It’ll be okay.

“Algesseo. In four months, then I promise steak dinner!”

I smiled. In four months I would have my degree. My life would go back the way it was. And then there would be plenty of reason to celebrate.




Chapter Three

On my last day in New York City, I choked on my iced coffee while reading an article in Publishers Digest. My drink had gone down my windpipe into my lungs, triggering a choking and gagging reflex. It would have been far more preferable if I had been at home, but no, I happened to be at Café LaLa, where my coughs were met with long, harsh stares by other judgy patrons who peered at me over their aviators and trendy, round plastic frames. C’mon, like none of you have ever sucked a drink into your breathing tube instead of your food and drink pipe?

Eyes all around me rolled in unison. Geez, I know I’m fucking up the ambiance and aesthetic of this place, but still. I’m having a bad day, people.

“You okay? Am I supposed to pat your back? Or would that make things worse? Is the coffee that shitty? For these prices, it better not be.” Mia closed her laptop and leaned forward. “Please don’t make me do mouth-to-mouth.”

I laughed. And coughed.

She examined my face. “Okay, laughing is good. That means no Heimlich maneuver.”

Mia always knew how to make things a little better, even when my life was swirling down the drain. She’d been my rock since the first days of college, and somehow over all the years she still stuck by my side. And I stuck by hers.

“Look.” Cough.

“At.” Cough.

“This.” Cough.

I handed her my phone and her eyes bugged as she scrolled the article. “Hey! They make you sound like you have your shit together. It’s all pretty good actually,” she chirped, then paused. “Well, okay, until the end part.”

I took the phone back and read the article a second time.


PUBLISHERS DIGEST EXCLUSIVE

CRACKING THE GLASS CEILING

Lily Lee, former communications executive, now business strategy consultant and author, didn’t expect to write a book about women reaching greater heights in the business world and obtaining career satisfaction.

But when Lee made the Forbes 30 Under 30 list a few years ago and was asked to speak at alumni and professional events across the country about her career success, she realized that many young women wanted advice on job promotions, presenting themselves in the workplace, and how to seize opportunities. This led to writing her highly praised business book for women, now consistently topping the self-help and business charts. Her first book in the series, HOW TO BE A WORK SUPERNOVA, was recently named a Best Business Book of the Year by The Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal. Over the years, Lee has learned that people want to read grassroots success stories like hers, and young women all over the country are trusting her authentic business and career advice. Lee has big-name endorsements too: Suze Orman, Sheryl Sandberg, and Shonda Rhimes have all expressed love for her work.

When she was in her early twenties, Lee was promoted into a senior role, putting her on the fast track. “My boss had abruptly left the company, and I was the only one who knew how to do his job. Sure, on paper there were so many people who had more seniority at the company . . . but I had great relationships with my teammates and with our clients, and I had the industry knowledge that other people didn’t. I put in the work, combing through trend reports, going to trade shows, and reading everything on the cloud drive I could get my hands on my first few weeks of employment. Because of this, I was able to influence people to get things done, and soon I was able to move up the ranks quickly.”

Quickly is an understatement. She was promoted to account lead, then vaulted from director to VP to eventually EVP at the award-winning Splash Communications over a span of six years, leading and growing the Apex Mobile and Homegirl Entertainment accounts. She left two years ago to consult for new tech companies, assisting them in creating breakthrough brand identities and go-to-market strategies for new products. At that time, she came up with the idea for HOW TO BE A WORK SUPERNOVA, secured a literary agent, and landed a multi-book publishing deal.

Lily Lee has inspired others to forge similar paths. Twins Cameron John O’Hara and Mary Louise O’Hara, of the prominent O’Hara family in the Boston area, received a whopping deal in an undisclosed preempt for YOU GO, GIRL! and it’s rumored to be in the high six figures. This book is also about ways women can find success in the workplace, focusing on similar themes to Lee’s debut book and interweaving the authors’ own work-related anecdotes, starting with internships at the family’s billion-dollar beer and spirits business. YOU GO, GIRL! will be releasing in the fall, followed by Lee’s next book (currently untitled), which will release sometime the following year. The O’Haras announced their deal on their Instagram accounts, where they each have approximately 150K followers. In the coming weeks, Cameron and Mary will appear on CNN to talk about their debut.

You can preorder books by the authors here.



The last paragraph of the article was the cause of my near-choking caffeine death.

I wiped away the cough-induced tears from my face and took another sip of iced coffee, this time swallowing it properly. “Can someone tell me what experience Cameron, the king bro of all bros, has to be able to write a book about women overcoming obstacles in the workplace? Do Cam and Mary even work? Everyone knows they were handed a plum job by their dad out of college and they didn’t have to do anything to earn it . . . It’s the corporate equivalent of being born into royalty. Can you imagine getting a job without even interviewing? And then they had access to the elite O’Hara network . . . so of course they’ll be able to get any job they want for the rest of their lives.”

Mia sighed. “I wish I had a rich dad. Or at the very least, a sugar daddy with mad LinkedIn connections.”

I exhaled loudly out my nose. “Watch Mary and Cam’s book sell, like, a gajillion copies. Their dad will probably buy thousands of them and give the books out to the employees as holiday gifts. Sometimes I feel like publishing is like a high-risk game of musical chairs, and everyone other than me is given a heads-up on when the music will stop.”

Mia’s eyes widened. “You’re starting to sound jaded like me. I don’t need a doomsday twin, I want my even-keeled Lily back! Begone, you horrible monster!”

Mia knew all about working her fingers to the bone, and the chip on her shoulder against the Camerons and Marys of the world was larger than mine. Mia and I were among the have-nots who needed to do work study or have part-time jobs in order to attend. We couldn’t afford tutors, off-campus party-pad apartments, or spring breaks at high-end resorts in the Caribbean like everyone else. When my classmates asked me where I “summered” before going to college, they looked at me like I’d committed a felony when I admitted I worked in retail and hadn’t traveled. “It was Brooks Brothers,” I added, thinking that would help. But it didn’t: they were wondering if I was a Hamptons, Nantucket, or European villa second-home person, not a paid-by-the-hour type. I’d committed a social faux pas and didn’t even know it at the time. But the universe eventually graced me with meeting “my people” in college, lifelong friends like Mia, so it didn’t matter.

Escaping “lesser-than” status was a huge motivator and we were both determined to change our futures. Taking a time machine jump to present day: we were now sipping eight-dollar iced coffee drinks at a place that served your beverages on pale pink napkins with inscriptions that reminded us to “Be kind,” letting patrons know “You are enough” on the napkin dispensers. You wouldn’t know it by looking at her petite frame swimming in an oversize gray hoodie, sporting a messy black ponytail, and sitting with both legs propped on a nearby chair, but Mia was incredibly successful at PR and publicity. So successful in fact that she’d quit her job, founded her own company, Mia Chang Communications (known officially as MCC), and built a lucrative freelancing business from the ground up, mainly working for start-ups and up-and-coming fashion brands.

“Sorry I’m not rich and powerful. You know if I had a billion dollars like the O’Haras, I would have given you all the free jobs.” Mia broke off a piece of ginger cookie and stuffed it in her mouth. She had no fixed 9-to-5 schedule, so she’d offered to help me move into my bedroom in a shared apartment near campus, under the condition that I would be her first author client, and that she’d help me with publicity for my new book to broaden her portfolio. I agreed and treated us to this nice café breakfast the day before we set out on my “College, take two!” adventure.

She broke off another piece and handed it to me. “For what it’s worth, I think your book will speak to more people, not like You Go, Girl! by the O’Haras. Yours is about how real people get jobs and climb their way up. It’s not this fairy godmother shit that never happens to regular folks. You offer realistic shit.”

I sighed. “People don’t want realistic shit.”

She snorted. “What? Of course they do.”

I chewed the cookie and stared at my coffee cup. “They want to see success without all the grittiness, ugliness, and struggles behind the scenes. They want fairy-tale stories about prosperous, beautiful women who have the means to climb higher, and then do. I guess it’s more aspirational that way, and predictable. Or they want to live vicariously maybe, like in a fantasy world . . . who knows. But I don’t know that kind of life. I only know mine.”

Mia tapped on my hand so I would look up at her. “Your books speak to so many women. Your audience is growing. People need stories with real adversity, like yours. Fuck the twins and their Daddy Warbucks money. And their mansion. And private island. Don’t let ’em get to you.”

Yeah. “Screw their money and mansion and private island,” I said with a slight smirk.

“And all because you didn’t actually graduate college, and technically each of the O’Haras has that on you—plus billions of dollars and easy access to beauty professionals and plastic surgeons who make them look perfect—don’t let ’em bring you down. They’ve rattled you bad and you can’t let that happen.” Mia paused and winced. “Did the whole ‘didn’t actually graduate college’ thing go too far?”

“And the other stuff didn’t?” I barked out a laugh. “Nah. I’m used to how the world is. It’s like one long string of unlucky breaks with occasional blips of hope. Sometimes I feel like a down-and-out gambler, hoping to finally catch my break.” Throwing my wadded napkin on the table, I said, “But I’m used to it. So let’s go. I need to go home and pack.”

She scooted her chair back. “As the O’Hara twins would say, YOU GO, GIRL!” Mia paused and stifled a laugh. “Too far again?”

I nodded. “Yep. Too far and too soon.”

We gulped down the last of our coffees and walked outside into a light mist. A quick rainfall had come and gone while we were inside the café. Mia pointed down the street. “Is that a double rainbow?” Sure enough, it was. The first one I’d ever seen. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all if she hadn’t mentioned it.

Maybe I was looking at life all wrong, seeing the world through shit-colored glasses, and I’d missed out on good things right in front of me. It was something to think about as I started my college life journey . . . again. Maybe everything was looking up, opportunities awaiting me, and I just didn’t know it yet.




Chapter Four

You had six weeks to pack and purge, and you still brought way too much crap,” Mia yelled out the truck window.

She was right. All of my stuff weighed down the U-Haul, which resulted in me needing to fill up on gas earlier than expected as we sputtered into the greater Carlthorpe metropolitan area. The pump chugged along and clicked, and then the display showed the final damage. Eighty-five dollars. We still had fifteen miles left to go, and to my knowledge, this was the only gas station in the area.

Mia leaned her head out again as I recapped the gas tank. “Can you run across the street to the grocery store and buy some more snacks? I finished our stash, sorry. I’ll wash the windows with the squeegee while you shop. We can divide and conquer.”

If given the choice between grocery shopping and washing windows, I was definitely all for #teamgrocery. I hated everything about the window-washing process. Pulling out the long stick with the questionably hygienic handle from the murky liquid . . . so gross. Was it even cleaning fluid in the first place? There were no bubbles or disinfectant smells, not that I ever stuck my nose in there to confirm. The spongy head inevitably dripped brownish-gray barf water onto my shoes, even when I tried to avoid it at any cost. I hoped Mia would keep it to the front windshield only—I could see her getting carried away and squeegeeing our entire truck just to make it look uniform.

Looking both ways and crossing the street, I was feeling good about my decision to shop, until Mia shouted out her wish list.

“Sparkling water! Doritos! Salted almonds! Sour Patch Kids! Chex Mix! And alcohol!”

“That’s all?” I shouted back.

“Oh, and a shitload of condoms!”

I’d already crossed the street and wasn’t about to bellow across the busy intersection, “WHAT DO YOU MEAN, SHITLOAD OF CONDOMS?”

I texted her, Condoms??? Really??? and proceeded to enter the market through the double automatic doors, grabbing a red plastic basket along the way.

Grand Central Market still looked exactly the same, and was as overpriced as ever, but they also managed to have everything I needed. Including condoms. As a joke, at least I think it was a joke, I bought Mia the entire inventory, which wasn’t actually that vast, but by my standards, it was a shitload: four boxes of various sizes, textures, and thickness. Then I proceeded to buy the rest of Mia’s wish list, along with a diet Dr Pepper, a bag of Bugles, and a small bottle of Jack Daniel’s for myself. Passing the dairy case with my full basket, I stopped abruptly and a deep craving, a culinary pang in my very core, kept me standing there. The small tubs of sour cream were on sale, half off. The Lipton onion dip mix was right behind me, on an end display.

Serendipity.

I grabbed the container and packet and made my way to the next row: Ruffles with French onion dip were my absolute worst vice, and I only bought them when I was stressed beyond belief: during finals, after a breakup, while I was on a writing or editing deadline. It was a dietary disaster I’d picked up in college during Res Life study breaks. As I continued browsing the chip options, I considered my present-day existence—that I was Thelma and Louise road-tripping with my friend from college who had managed to graduate ten years ago while I had not—that I was moving back to Carlthorpe to finish my undergraduate degree in my thirties. My thirties, for God’s sake. Yes, these unprecedented times called for chips and dip.

I grabbed an extra bottle of vodka on sale and added it to my basket too. Because why not?

The basket handle stretched oblongly from all the weight as I waddled to the checkout line, carrying my goods two-handed. With both arms straining, I put the basket down on the floor and waited for the guy in front of me to unload his items onto the counter at a sloth’s pace.

The cashier activated the conveyor belt, leaving me room to put down my groceries as it moved. My face flushed when I witnessed the assortment of items belonging to the customer in front of me rumbling toward the cashier’s scanner: Pepcid AC, toilet paper, TUMS, two Monster Energy drinks, two cases of Sam Adams . . . and to my surprise, Ruffles, sour cream, and Lipton onion dip mix.

Damn, he’s literally the reason they invented self-checkout. This secondhand embarrassment is killing me. I stared hard at the floor. His white-and-black Adidas were pretty ordinary. Probably a size ten. Olive-green cargo shorts, not too much of a surprise. I snuck a quick glance upward to see what he looked like, but immediately averted my eyes down to the floor again, remembering that this was a college town, and the last thing I needed was to know who exactly this was who needed all the gastro relief, and I definitely didn’t want to appear to be interested in him by accidentally staring too long. This was not the time to be labeled the Carlthorpe Campus Cougar™.

As he chatted with the cashier, curiosity got the best of me, and I peeked once more, but he had dipped his chin so low I couldn’t get a good look. His frayed red baseball cap embroidered with a large “C” for Carlthorpe on the front hid most of his face: it was a nondescript hat, the color so washed out it was arguably more pink than crimson. All that was visible from beneath his vintage cap was his mesmerizing, gorgeous smile.

Snap out of the hypnotic trance, Lily. Bad cougar. Bad.

I methodically unloaded my items, separating the groceries into refrigerated and dry goods, continuing to avoid eye contact with this Sam Adams and Ruffles party maniac with gastrointestinal distress.

My entire body froze when I looked down at my basket. The four condom boxes were all that were left. Red Hat Guy was almost done, with only some beer left to scan, and Mia hadn’t texted back why exactly she needed all the condoms, although I had my guesses. I quickly unloaded them and grabbed an Us Weekly with Harry Styles on the cover to blanket my various prophylactics.

I heard him chuckle and then say, “Good times ahead, eh?” My breath hitched with a quick inhale as I realized he wasn’t just laughing at the condoms: he was reacting to my glass vodka bottle that had tipped over when the conveyor belt reengaged. It rolled all the way up to his beer cases, and then barreled back when the belt stopped moving, crashing into the boxes of condoms like a bowling ball splitting pins down the middle of the lane.

CLINK! The vodka bottle continued rolling and slammed into the Jack Daniel’s. Hard.

“Cheers!” Red Hat Guy spoke with a hint of amusement in his voice.

My face grew hot as I separated the bottles with the family-size Ruffles bag as a buffer and let out a long, exasperated breath. I hadn’t even made it to campus yet and I was already stressed out of my mind about a simple store trip. And it didn’t help that my first encounter with a Carlthorpian was turning into a cringy sitcom disaster.

“Hope you enjoy your family-size Ruffles and onion dip.”

Excuse me? Was he being sarcastic? Or envious? It was hard to tell at first, but I remembered he’d made the same purchase. He’d made that comment in solidarity.

Red Hat Guy walked away with a plastic bag and a case of beer in each hand. “Thank you,” I muttered, watching him exit the store. His salt-and-pepper hair peeked from under his cap, suggesting he was older than he acted. He had an athletic build, put on visual display as his gray T-shirt pulled tightly across his broad shoulders while he hauled his heavy load. I pulled my attention back to my groceries and the cashier, then paid and walked out with two heavy brown bags.

I couldn’t shake a prickle of familiarity with the Red Hat Guy. Was it simply instant attraction? I did enjoy his gruff, “just woke up” voice . . . his confident stance as he swiped his credit card and bagged some items himself . . . and his ease in just being okay with his embarrassing purchases without the need to hide them with a tabloid magazine.

Still . . . there was something, a je ne sais quoi—

HONNNNKKKKK!

Mia’s head shot out of the passenger-side window of the U-Haul. She shouted, “Could you be any slower? What are you, ancient? Like thirty-two?” A pause. “Sorry, too far again? Or too soon?”

“Yep. Both.” I handed her the groceries and entered the driver’s side. She looked inside the bags as I turned on the ignition and restarted the navigation on my phone.

She squealed and dove into the Bugles bag. “I didn’t even ask for these! You know me so well!”

I smiled and put the truck into reverse. Thirty minutes left to go in this leg of the trip. Then the truly dreaded part of the journey would begin.

Or rebegin, depending how you looked at it.

I held out my hand and Mia handed me a fistful of salty corn cone treats. After shoving them into my mouth one by one, I pulled out of the parking lot and barreled down the newly paved, tree-lined street toward Carlthorpe’s campus.




Chapter Five

ROOMIE!”

The apartment door flung open and a young twenty-something with a swishy golden ponytail tackle-hugged me. She reminded me of a golden retriever I had dog-walked once. The puppy had the habit of enthusiastically smelling the crotches of anyone we passed on the sidewalk. Fingers crossed my new roommate wouldn’t share this trait.

She loosened her firm grip around my upper torso and took a step back. “You’re very huggable, you know that? Like an adorable poppin’ fresh Pillsbury Doughgirl, but the dough isn’t all over, it’s just in your boobs. They’re great though, your boobs, don’t get me wrong. I mean that in the best way possible, my nana had a nice set too. I’m Beth, but you can call me Roomie, Roomie!”

Holy shit. My roommate was a female Ted Lasso.

So. Much. Energy.

And yes, I had a size D chest, which came with all sorts of problems other than being huggable, such as unwanted leering stares, ill-fitting tops, and chronic back pain. But I’d never ever been told my boobs were poppin’ fresh. This was a first. And hopefully the last.

Mia peeked over my shoulder and whispered into my ear, “Do I need to book us an Airbnb? This could be a disaster. Just say the word and I’ll get it done.”

“It’s fine.” The truth was, I kind of liked her. Aside from Mia, I’d had some terrible roommates; the worst one
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