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			Introduction

			I had my first make out when I was four years old. And yes, I made the first move. It went something like this: a 2 p.m. screening of The Princess and the Frog and after hours at my apartment, sealed with a smooch from my kindergarten crush.

			He tended to be shy, so, of course, I had to initiate the kiss. Earlier that week, I handed a letter to him in school that read, “Can I kees you?” Clearly, spelling did not come naturally to me. The kid’s mother found the Post-it hidden in the back of his English folder and later reported the note to my mom. “Carrie gave this to my son in class today,” she explained when they were out to lunch, passing the paper across the table. Thankfully, the two of them laughed it off. We were just kids—we didn’t even know how to kiss. Surely, nothing would happen. Right?

			Wrong. After we saw The Princess and the Frog, we went back to my apartment. I shut the door to my room and plopped down on my bed. He sat “crisscross applesauce” at my side. “I’ll be the princess, and you can be the frog,” I instructed him. “I just have to kiss you, and you’ll turn into my prince!” He glanced nervously around the room. We had already established that we were boyfriend and girlfriend and dated as much as two four-year-olds could. We spent several playdates in Central Park and grabbed ice cream together at a local candy shop after school. Kissing seemed like a logical next step to my kindergarten self. When I realized he wasn’t keen on making a move, I took it upon myself to lean in and plant one on him. Neither of us knew what we were doing. The kiss was slimy, and he licked my face for lack of better knowledge. But even though it was wet and sloppy, I still maintained that it was special. And it was—you never forget your first kiss.

			I’ve been boy crazy from the second my parents stuck me in elementary school. It’s in my blood. I was named after Carrie Bradshaw, the unapologetically bold protagonist played by Sarah Jessica Parker in Sex and the City. Carrie writes about her past dating encounters in a sex column, with inspiration and support from her best friends. Whenever she’s not shopping for shoes, having brunch with the girls, or going out on dates, she’s typing away fearlessly at her window about her amorous adventures.

			I had no idea who Carrie was until I was thirteen. All I knew was that my mom adored the character when she worked as a writer on the HBO website—so much so that a Hirschfeld caricature of the four leading ladies is displayed on our dining room wall. By coincidence, I hung out a few times with Sarah Jessica’s son when I was twelve. My camp friend went to school with him, and she introduced us. Our friendship started with sharing a Lollipop Passion Goblet at The Sugar Factory, followed by a screening of the latest superhero film. I swam in Sarah Jessica’s pool in the Hamptons, bounced around on her trampoline, and chilled until midnight in their cozy townhouse back in the city. She served me banana juice, lent me her sweatpants, and listened patiently as I spoke about my passion for writing. Yet as she walked through her home with wet hair and a robe, I never realized just how much she—or her on-screen character—would inspire me in years to come.

			My birth certificate actually reads Caroline—it would have been too humiliating for my mom to name her daughter after the character she wrote about every day. But my nickname has been Carrie from the second I was born—and the shoe fits. Like Carrie Bradshaw, I’m a New York City native who has always been interested in love and relationships. I received my first dose of dating information from my school friend Tara, who introduced me to what she called “the real world” at our Long Island beach club in first grade. Tara took me by the hand and led me to the back of a cabana while my parents rested on lounge chairs outside. “You won’t believe what I learned yesterday,” she whispered. Tara had a twin brother and an older sister, so her span of knowledge was greater and more mature than mine. “Apparently, we have something called a vagina. And guys have a penis. It’s also a wiener or a dick, and sometimes, they have wet dreams!” she dished. My jaw dropped to the floor. Every time I looked in the mirror, I dissected my hair, nails, and clothes. It never occurred to me that something else could be underneath. With no phone to Google my new vocabulary on, I innocently asked my dad. “Dad, do you have wet dreams?” I mumbled. His face turned red, and my mom gasped. “Carrie, where did you hear that from?” she asked. I glanced down at my feet. “Tara,” I shrugged. I didn’t see anything wrong about inquiring.

			Sensing he was uncomfortable, I decided to discuss my new discoveries with another school friend instead. “We should get bras! Tara has one,” I dished. Six-year-old Tara had not yet developed breasts, but buying the clothing item made her feel mature. I wanted to do the same. Unfortunately, my eagerness backfired. “Carrie is telling dirty stories,” my friend’s mom disclosed to mine one day in the school yard. My mom laughed. I was an innocent five-year-old with a passion for ballet and cupcakes. I wasn’t being promiscuous. I was just curious, and I didn’t know how to keep my mouth shut. She had nothing to worry about.

			I didn’t receive proper education on what Tara tried to teach me until sex-ed class in sixth grade. We learned about sex organs, sexual health, and the basics of reproduction. One of our assignments was to go to a drug store and buy condoms for the first time. Around the classroom, guys laughed and patted each other on the back while girls planned trips to CVS in large groups. I didn’t consider anyone in my class a close enough friend to take along, so I dragged my mom to the store. The condoms happened to be situated directly above an employee behind the counter. I placed a bottle of water and cup of tuna salad in front of him first, then pointed to the top shelf. “Could I also get a box of Trojan condoms?” I asked. His eyes widened in disbelief. “It’s for a homework assignment, I promise,” I laughed uncomfortably. The world will never know whether he believed me.

			All this goes to say, I’ve come a long way since kindergarten and middle school. Now in college, I’ve listened to friends, family, and professional resources to take in everything there is to know about love and relationships. Not to mention, I’ve binge-watched the entire Sex and the City series several times. The episodes are a safe space I frequent when I’m feeling lost in love.

			Over the years, from FaceTime flirtations to quick hookups to prolonged connections, I’ve lived and learned a lot. I tend to romanticize my relationships, placing myself inside a rom-com over reality when it comes to love. It comes natural to me as a writer. I see myself as the main character in my story, and each of the boys who grace the pages of my life are featured players. My friend once told me not to go for a guy who’s a ten but instead to pursue a seven or an eight. I can’t help but set my expectations high—nothing’s wrong with chasing the romance you deserve.

			However, my tendency to romanticize does have a downside. After spending just a few hours with a guy, I envision what it would be like to date, despite the fact that I really know nothing about him. My eagerness to jump in and ignore potential red flags is not ideal (although without taking risks, I wouldn’t have had as many adventures in dating). Reveling in my personal rom-com has left me heartbroken several times as a teenager. Every Google search told me that spending time with friends and family buffers the pain, but that tactic never worked for me. Talking through why I was hurting was not effective. It’s impossible to fully depict the depth of my experiences in dialogue—which leads me here to this book.

			Writing sometimes seems like the only way to capture what’s going on inside my mind and heart. When I first started writing the book, I was in the middle of a mental health battle. Faced with anxiety amid the pandemic, I woke up quivering, shed lots of tears, and remained unproductive for an entire month. I was isolated from the rest of the world—there were no friends nor boys in sight. My parents, puppy, and grandparents were around me, but still, I felt helpless and alone. I wrote my way out.

			The idea for My Real-Life Rom-Com came to me while I was riding my Peloton, where my creativity and inspiration always thrive. As I pushed cadence against high resistance, I considered how I could adopt a similar means of perseverance and courage off the bike. I have always been a writer, but I resisted writing about myself because I feared judgment. It’s scary to put yourself out there. Yet as I watched my output soar on the bike, my attitude suddenly shifted. Writing would give me a sense of control amid chaos and confusion. It would help me synthesize my thoughts and make peace with my past. The pandemic may have placed my life on hold, but I wasn’t about to let it put a damper on my memories, especially those related to romance.

			These chapters capture my exploration of love over the past few years as well as the important lessons I have learned. You will find that I’m attracted to the unconventional, and I repeatedly wind up in situations where the odds are stacked against me. Think kissing your best friend’s ex-boyfriend or having the love of your life dump you through his mother.

			I present to you the unfiltered version of me: the teenager behind the children’s books, cheesy TikTok voiceovers, and Instagram fashion posts. Behind the screen, I’m just like all of you, navigating the world of dating and trying to find my voice in love as a young adult. Perhaps your guy ghosted you, or your girl relegated the two of you to “situationship” status. Your worries about what could be or could have been end now. It’s time to write your own rules for teenage dating.

			Each of these chapters is dedicated to a different guy who crossed my life during my tween and teen years. With every dating encounter, I ultimately discovered more about myself and how to navigate the turbulent waters of relationships. I’ve made a lot of mistakes along the way, but I have no regrets. I hope my words resonate with you—and that you’re encouraged to take the reins over your own romantic journey. I had the courage to grasp the pen and detail my intimate stories as if I were writing in my diary. I’m confident that after reading about my experiences, you can find similar self-confidence because you are most certainly not alone.

			Dear boys who have done me wrong: thank you. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be sitting here on my bed in my lucky purple hoodie as I write the introduction to this book. You’ve given me the platform to pour my heart onto the page and perhaps help others along the way. Here’s to the ex who traveled with me across the country, the stranger who kissed me under the starry sky, and the one-timer who spun me around under strobe lights. This is my real-life rom-com—and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

			Names in this book have been changed to protect the innocent (and not so innocent). [image: ]





Chapter 1
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			When I was thirteen, I went to twenty-two bar and bat mitzvahs. The traditional rite of passage for a Jewish teen boy or girl featured a painfully long Torah reading, but the main attraction was the party that followed. Every Saturday, I wore a black Bebe bodycon dress, only to change into a duplicate of the look for a similar event on Sunday. There was an unspoken competition among celebrations in New York City. Each boy or girl wanted the best playlist, most elaborate décor, and expensive outfit. Some of the parties I attended even featured celebrity appearances. Consider Nick Jonas serenading the bat mitzvah girl after she entered on an indoor zipline. Or Becky G bopping alongside the DJ. Hundreds of thousands of dollars were spent on creating the perfect night for guests.

			I myself contributed to the elaborate mitzvah scene: my family created a “Carriewood” themed celebration for me. The room was decked out in eight-foot, glistening gold Oscar statues, bright lights, and a virtual reality game. Each table was dedicated to one of my favorite films (Clueless; The Devil Wears Prada; Bridget Jones’s Diary), and customized movie tickets directed guests to their seats. My video montage featured personalized messages from some of my favorite celebrities: Zendaya, Kris Jenner, Jimmy Fallon, Shay Mitchell, Isaac Mizrahi, and more.

			Besides the dancing and décor, attendees brought another element to the table: hookups. Midnight make-out sessions from secluded hallways were characteristic of bar and bat mitzvahs. A celebration was not complete without a couple ducking behind the DJ booth to kiss. Very rarely did these interactions transform into romantic connections. People hooked up because they could, and because it was fun to do something “scandalous” at age thirteen. Not to mention, there was peer pressure to do so.

			One instance in particular stands out. I was sitting in the lunchroom in seventh grade when a friend started divulging the details of her weekend. “Anthony and I hooked up this weekend. It was so hot,” she dished. Everyone in the surrounding area gasped. “No way! How long did it last?” I asked. Her eyes widened. “Thirty minutes,” she revealed. At the time, I only had given a boy a peck, with the exception of a longer kiss in a theater production. The details of her hookup made me feel inexperienced and embarrassed, so I quickly placed pressure on myself to scout out a potential suitor.

			Luckily, I came across my very own mitzvah make-out expert. Caleb was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed stud in my grade at school. He was short and skinny, and his clear braces were almost always yellow. Yet his shaggy locks and smooth talk drew me in, as well as several other girls who pursued him. We took selfies together on Webcam Toy during class, and occasionally, our teacher grouped us together for a science lab. We were friendly, but we never hung out beyond the classroom. If he was going to be my first make out, that needed to change—fast.

			After some prodding, Caleb offered up his house for the afternoon to hang out. Absolutely terrified, I forced my friend Leah into coming along as the third wheel. The three of us walked over after school, and she frequently sped ahead so that Caleb and I had the chance to flirt. “What are we going to do when we get there?” Caleb asked, inching closer so that his shoulder brushed mine. I glanced around the city streets anxiously. Was he expecting a hookup already? I nervously fiddled with the hem of my Brandy Melville t-shirt. All I wanted was to get to know him in an out-of-school setting so that I’d warm up to his company. I wasn’t prepared for anything more just yet. “I guess we could…um…play a game?” I suggested. I had no idea what I proposed, but in the moment, that was the best reply I could come up with. Caleb scoffed. “Sure…a game,” he declared with a wink. I could instantly tell that Monopoly wasn’t on his mind.

			When we arrived at Caleb’s apartment, he placed chocolate chip cookies on paper plates. “Here. You can have one of mine,” he said, setting down the dessert in front of me. I blushed. It was clear he was making an effort to connect, and I needed to reciprocate. “Wait, I just realized I don’t have your number!” I exclaimed, sliding my phone across the dining room table. He quickly inserted himself in my contacts, then stopped to meet my eyes. “I’m going to add myself on Snap too,” he said. Leah kicked my foot from under the table. Snapchat is a signature site of teen flirtation. When a guy gives you his Snap username, late-night messages and shirtless selfies are practically guaranteed to follow. I stared at his Bitmoji on the screen, then at his face in front of me: a single cookie crumb resided at the corner of his smile. Instead of telling him to take a napkin, I held my tongue. Speaking up would only demonstrate that my eyes were on his lips (and they were).

			After devouring two cookies each, we made our way to Caleb’s bedroom. A large mirrored closet was to our left, and I observed the order in which we were arranged. Caleb dangled his feet off the bed while fiddling with the phone in his jean pocket. I sat in the middle staring at the ceiling, and Leah laid on her stomach while scrolling through Instagram. There was an awkward silence. I tuned into the loud vibrations of the air conditioner. “So,” Leah said, breaking the tension. I glanced around the room to gain inspiration for conversation. The space was relatively dull: the walls were white, the sheets were gray, and the windows overlooked the back of the apartment building. I couldn’t help but compare his room to mine, a lilac purple-painted space packed with picture frames and pageant crowns. My peers tended to embrace a more minimalistic style at that age. Thus, I gazed judgmentally at my pale pink tee while Caleb stared out the window.

			“Let’s play Truth or Dare,” I announced. A 6 p.m. dinner reservation with my family was quickly approaching. It was now or never. Caleb shifted his body so that he faced me. “Okay, Carrie. Truth or dare?” I knew exactly what to choose. “Dare.” Caleb scratched his head. “I can’t think of anything.” Leah quickly searched something on her phone: it was a Truth or Dare app, “dirty party” edition. Caleb rubbed his hands together. “I’m down,” he said. I suddenly feared the phone and what it had to say more than I feared Caleb. Yet I hid my concerns for the sake of impressing him. “Me too,” I fibbed.

			The app had several levels of intensity to select from. “Oh, we have to pick high intensity,” Caleb claimed, grabbing Leah’s phone to press the “red zone.” I took a deep breath and tried to keep my composure. He chose first—naturally, he picked “dare.” “Switch clothes with someone else in the room,” Caleb read. He raised an eyebrow, then rested a hand on my thigh. My heart skipped a beat as soon as we came in physical contact. “Carrie?” he said. I shook my head. “There’s no way I’m getting naked in front of you guys. I’ll change in the closet, though,” I suggested. Caleb lifted his shirt off in front of me, revealing a striking display of six-pack abs. Leah shot me a look, and I giggled under my breath. He knew exactly what he was doing.

			He handed me his shirt, and I took it with me behind the mirrored doors. “I’ll be fast,” I said. I changed in the cramped closet from my bright tee into his white V-neck. I pushed open the door and did my best model strut over to Caleb, who still sat shirtless on the bed. “Nice!” he exclaimed as he pulled my pink top over his head. Somehow, the color made his blue eyes pop even more. “Cute!” I laughed, although internally, I cringed at my subtle attempt to flirt.

			All three of us were uncomfortable with the rest of the Truth or Dare questions. One “truth” asked us to tell the story of our “first time,” while another dare encouraged a player to give someone in the room a spanking. Snacks were a better option. Caleb packed two cookies in plastic bags for Leah and me to take home. On our way to the living room, he touched my shoulder to stop me. I glanced down at his fingertips. “I’ll snap you,” he said. I found myself grinning from ear to ear. Following our brief flirtation that afternoon, I had full faith that he would.

			As soon as I left, I pondered what to text him that evening, or whether I should message him at all. Should I tell him that I had a good time? Too obvious. That I was looking forward to spending time with him soon at a bar mitzvah? Too forward. I wound up simply sending “Hey, it’s Carrie,” so that he could insert my contact information into his phone. The conversations that followed were surface level: he’d send a “Hey” or “What’s up” along with a shirtless Snapchat selfie. It was clear he wasn’t interested in getting to know me.
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 from the rest. I woke up and noticed a text he sent at 1:51 a.m. that read “Let’s hu.” At first, I was thrilled. Beyond the subtle flirtations and casual snaps, he explicitly revealed that he wanted to hook up. But then I wondered why he was up so late, so I did some digging. His Instagram story showed that he was drinking in a basement with friends, not cozied up in his bedroom as I first presumed. The message most likely came out of a drunken state, which made it seem less genuine. Nonetheless, I remembered something a friend told me about post-alcohol messages: drunk texts are sober thoughts. People need “liquid courage” to say how they’re really feeling. I got a glimpse inside of his brain, and even though I replied “No,” I secretly hoped we’d get together at some point.

			One party offered the perfect opportunity: a b’nai mitzvah, which celebrated the coming-of-age of twin girls. “Hey, are you going this Saturday?” I snapped Caleb after school one day. Although I told myself it was because I had homework, I didn’t speak to him in person because I was shy. “Yeah, are you?” he answered a few hours later. I pondered waiting to text so that he wouldn’t think I eagerly anticipated his reply. But I couldn’t help myself. Within seconds, I told him that I was attending with an inviting duck-face selfie. This time, Caleb was quick to reply. “Can’t wait,” he wrote with a winking emoji. At this point, it was obvious a hookup was in the cards, so I fostered my fate. “How are you getting home from the party?” I asked. I flirtatiously twirled my hair from behind the screen, even though I knew he couldn’t see me. Still, he picked up on my cues: “I was just going to take an Uber. Wanna split a car back?” Obviously, I agreed.

			All that was left to do was steam my bodycon dress, reserve makeup at Sephora, and inform my parents of my plans. The last thing I wanted was for my mom to blow up my messages mid-make out. “Don’t text me. I’ll text you,” I said. She sighed. Sending her thirteen-year-old daughter in a car home with a boy she never met wasn’t ideal. Still, she agreed to trust me for the evening—with one exception. “Send me his phone number. I’ll only use it in case of an emergency,” she promised. I was mortified—what if she actually called him? I had no choice. She was trusting me, so I had to trust her as well. “I’ll only call him if you don’t pick up your phone for an extended period of time,” she said. Much to my discomfort, I gave in and shared his contact.

			On Saturday night, I slipped into my black bandage dress. I stood in front of the mirror in my bedroom and sent him a selfie once I was in full glam—stick-straight hair, shimmery eyeshadow and all. I always lean toward being fashionably late, so I planned on departing my apartment fifteen minutes prior to the party’s scheduled start time. I took a tad too long perfecting the black eyeliner on my waterline though, which delayed me another ten minutes. Caleb had arrived early. He snapped me a short video from the venue downtown, with his face illuminated by purple strobe lights. It motivated me to get moving. I packed my Coach wristlet with all the essentials: a portable charger, NARS lip gloss, oil-blotting wipes (in case the room got stuffy), a pack of spearmint gum, and Ice Breakers. I took one last look in the mirror before hopping in the Uber. I practiced my pout at least a dozen times before, but one last check couldn’t hurt. What if he thought I was a bad kisser? Or that my breath smelled bad? I popped in a piece of gum, smoothed out my dress, and told myself to calm down. Moments of self-doubt would only take away from my time with Caleb. I grabbed my phone and left with my head held high. It was go time.

			When I arrived at the event, I had my mom leave me at the door so that other attendees wouldn’t see. “Mom, all the people from my school came together, not with their parents,” I said, avoiding eye contact as if she were a stranger. Deep down, I knew I was being disrespectful in pushing her out the door, but in the moment, I didn’t care. Caleb was the only person on my mind.

			All alone, I entered a room filled with couples cuddling on couches and friend groups huddled at the bar ordering Shirley Temples. “Party Rock Anthem” pierced my eardrums. The room was marked by more black bodycon dresses, mere centimeters away from revealing too much. Sweaty bodies jumped up and down on the large dance floor in the center of the room. The space was lined with posters to accompany “mazel tov” speeches made by friends, although each person’s words were highly predictable (“I can’t believe you’re a woman”; “We have so many memories”; “Party hard tonight”). As hora music played and people began to crowd in front of the DJ booth, I felt uncomfortable and out of place. But I forced myself to stay for the sake of fitting in—nobody wanted to be the first to leave, the “baby” who couldn’t stay out past his/her bedtime.

			I was already a regular when it came to early departures, most notably during a Halloween party hosted by one of my classmates in 2015. Upon entering the Soho townhouse, I noticed that the host replaced the Kit Kats in a candy jar—it was now filled to the top with condoms. Empty beer bottles were scattered across the floor, and the smell of weed wafted through the air. I bolted after ten minutes. The decision was difficult, as I worried about being judged by my peers, but I ultimately knew I was making the right choice. Why place myself in an uncomfortable situation that sacrificed my morals at age twelve? Besides, no hookups took flight for me that evening (even though I was dressed in a stewardess costume). This time, Caleb was on the table, and it was too late to chicken out.

			It took me a while to find Caleb among the dozens of teens in the b’nai mitzvah venue. His whereabouts were unsurprising considering his player past: he was seated between two girls on the couch with his arms draped over their shoulders. How was I supposed to compete with two others? I engaged in several minutes of self-talk on the dance floor before mustering the courage to walk over to him. He asked you to hook up, so he wants you, I told myself. I strutted over to him just as confidently as I did that day while wearing his white tee.

			“Hey,” I said, towering above his position on the couch. He immediately took his hands off the girls and stood up to hug me. “Hey, where have you been?” he asked. He gently rubbed my back, a subtle hint that he wasn’t keen on only receiving a casual embrace that evening. “Around,” I vaguely replied. He decided to ditch the girls, placing his hand on my waist to guide me to the bar instead. “Two waters please,” he ordered. When my drink arrived, I kept my mouth on the straw to avoid conversation, worried that I would say something wrong. Thankfully, the loud music encouraged more grooving and less gabbing.

			Around 11:00, I realized that my midnight curfew was quickly approaching. The party wasn’t over—the cake had not been served, and goody bags were not yet laid out. Nonetheless, my mom set a specific time for me to be home, and I wasn’t about to turn into a pumpkin. “I think I have to get going,” I announced, lightly tapping Caleb on the shoulder. “Wait! The party’s just getting started!” he shouted over Jason Derulo’s “Want to Want Me.” I had little faith that Caleb would leave the celebration an hour early—but I most certainly “wanted” him. “You don’t have to ride home with me. It’s okay if you want to stay longer,” I said. He shook his head. “No, it’s okay. Let’s go. I’ll order the Uber,” he insisted, guiding us towards the coat check.

			I inserted my address into his phone, sent my mom a brief text that I was leaving and slipped my coat over my shoulders. “After you,” Caleb offered, opening the door to the car. The sweaty soles of my feet slid in my high heels as I climbed inside. I may have only moved a few centimeters ahead, but I knew I was stepping into something more significant—a more mature version of myself. That evening, on the corner of 23rd Street and Hudson River Park, I felt pressured into embracing a calm, confident, and collected Carrie. Being relaxed and self-assured in the face of my first-ever hookup seemed like the only way to ensure the evening was a success. Once I got out of my head, I recognized that even though Caleb had more experience, he anticipated the kiss just as much as I did. There was a reason why he wiped a bead of sweat off his brow—and it wasn’t due to the thirty-degree weather.

			As we rode up the West Side Highway, I glanced out at the Hudson River, secretly hoping that Mother Nature would help calm my nerves. And she did: the way the wind advanced the water reminded me to go with the flow while several stop signs encouraged me to pause and breathe. I was squished to one side of the car while Caleb was pressed up against the other. I wanted him to make the first move, so I decided to play coy. Every time he glanced over, I shot him a sly smile and flirtatiously twirled my hair. After all, we only had thirty minutes before pulling up to my apartment. “That was fun,” he finally stated, fiddling with the handle of the party favors he snagged for us. “Yeah, I had a good time,” I said. Several cars honked amid a traffic jam. Drake’s soaring vocals flooded the vehicle. The driver let out a loud cough. But Caleb remained relatively silent—until he suddenly wasn’t. “So,” he started, inching closer to my side of the car. I felt my heart rate quicken again, and I clenched the edge of the seat to calm myself. “Want to hook up?” he asked bluntly.

			Looking back, his decision to ask me straight-up was strange and abrupt. Wasn’t a kiss supposed to happen organically? Easing into the make out when the moment feels right allows positive tension to build. Not to mention, the element of surprise is romantic when coming from someone you like. Thirteen-year-old me, however, didn’t care. I thought that a boy verbally requesting a hookup was completely fine—in fact, it was actually sought after according to my friends. So I played into Caleb’s request. “Sure!” I replied enthusiastically.

			When he finally leaned in, I was clueless. Where was I supposed to put my hands? Did I need to close my eyes? All my internal doubts were silenced as soon as we locked lips. Instead of hyper-focusing on technique, I found it best to let the boy lead the way and set the scene. I was surprised to find that make outs are a dance—they have a rhythm, and you work in harmony with the other person. If Caleb stroked my arm, I would mirror him by gently brushing his hair. Keeping my eyes open took me out of the moment, so I shut them and trusted myself to determine what make out moves were best. At one point, I felt his hand gently graze my thigh and reach underneath my skirt. I opened my eyes wide as I realized what was about to occur. I didn’t want to be criticized for my inexperience, but it was more important to stay true to my morals. I didn’t want to jump into something I wasn’t ready for. I grasped his wrist and pushed it aside. Instead of insisting on under-the-pants action as I had feared, he merely laughed it off.
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			Soon enough, we pulled up to my apartment building. “Shh. Don’t tell,” Caleb hushed the driver as we exited the vehicle. I gulped. His words made me feel like I had done something improper. I pulled my dress down an inch to preserve my integrity. As we walked a few feet up to my apartment, I overanalyzed the kiss. Was my breath minty enough? Was the make out too short? Too long? But then I remembered that first hookups aren’t going to be perfect—and they don’t have to be. In fact, it’s unrealistic to believe every kiss kindles fireworks. Awkward experiences are the only way you learn, and no future kiss will seem as magical without an average make out to compare it to.

			Before Caleb and I parted ways, he pushed me up against a white brick wall. I felt my doorman’s eyes on us, yet Caleb didn’t seem to mind. He snapped the straps of my bandage dress and leaned in for a final kiss. I was standing on the same street I had grown up on since the age of four, the sidewalk that took me to my first day of kindergarten, my elementary school graduation, and more important milestones. But this moment felt different—I felt like a stranger inside my body. Make outs in the middle of the night were out of character for me, and I didn’t recognize the teenager who stood in sky-high heels on the sidewalk. As I watched Caleb wave goodbye with a yellow-tinted metal grin, I felt uneasy and unsatisfied. What had I just done? Neither of us had deep feelings for each other, nor were we expecting a relationship. I suddenly felt guilty as I acknowledged my reality: everyone else in my grade had already experienced their first hookup, and I utilized Caleb as if he were a mark on a checklist.

			My experience with him came to mind years later. When my friend suggested we start a “Hot Girl Summer” point system on vacation, I was hesitant. She proposed ten points for pecks, twenty points for full-on make outs, thirty points for stripping, and an instant win if either of us had sex. It was a game to see who would rack up the most points over the summer. At first, the task seemed exciting, but I soon realized it was wrong. It objectified us and boys. Physical chemistry should happen organically. It should not be forced for the sake of winning a game. Caleb may not have had feelings for me, but I used him just so I could say I had my first hookup. I set the game rules in my mind: kiss Caleb, and you’ll get bonus points and praise from your peers. As soon as I offered my friend this analysis, she shut down our summer point system for good.

			If I learned anything from Caleb, it’s that you don’t need a boy to make you feel sexy or mature at age thirteen. Confidence comes from within. The self-esteem that emanates from a hookup is fleeting. Although it may feel exciting in the moment, happiness from a meaningless kiss is short-lived. I felt most confident when I eventually stood in the center of a bar mitzvah solo in a bright coral bodycon among dozens of black Bebes. It took a long time to garner the courage to become comfortable in my own skin, but once I did, I felt free. Boys are drawn to what makes you unique, not what makes you a carbon copy of everyone else. Your first hookup will be more meaningful if it happens naturally, not when you pursue it for the sake of fitting in.

			I said goodbye to black bodycons as quickly as I unadded Caleb on Snapchat post-hookup. Staring at the pile of dresses in the donation bag, I smiled and gave myself a mental “mazel tov.” Hopping on the mitzvah train was fun, but being myself and taking on romance at my own pace was a far more exciting ride. [image: ]





Chapter 2

			[image: ]

			I fell in love when I was sixteen…and then his mom broke up with me.

			I met Jack during a social media tour that took place over the summer. I expected a seasonal fling, but nothing could have prepared me for the emotions I developed. He was a kind, compassionate, and respectful Aussie—my very own Chris Hemsworth. For the entirety of July and August, we went on a whirlwind adventure across America together—and it all started at the back of a tour bus.

			Throughout the first day of the tour in San Francisco, he dropped hints that he was into me. He casually draped his arm around my shoulder as we waited to walk on stage and followed me around like a puppy dog while I met with fans. Each tour stop was part-show, part-meet-and-greet. Unlike other influencers on the tour, we weren’t singing, simply visiting cities to meet supporters of our social media channels. We got to introduce a friend’s song set together, and people immediately recognized the chemistry between us. “You guys are so cute together!” an influencer said as Jack and I huddled in the corner chatting.

			As I shoved my way through the crowded tour bus after the show, I searched for Jack. A slice of pizza waited patiently on his lap. “Here, I saved a spot for you!” he exclaimed, scooting aside to make room for me to sit down. It was difficult to get to know him when cameras were flashing in our faces all the time, and we were constantly asked to participate in TikTok videos. Nonetheless, I had a gut feeling that waiting for him was worth it, so I was patient.

			For three hours on the bus, he and I cuddled. The meet and greet we participated in earlier that day was exhausting. I dozed off on his shoulder as he rested his head gently on top of mine. He slid his pinkie over on the seat so that he could subtly grasp my hand. Our fingers remained interlaced as we fell asleep, but I still waited for him to initiate our first kiss.

			I suddenly realized why he wasn’t making a move. I squinted slightly while lying on his shoulder and saw the issue: everyone was watching. “Maybe we should try the bathroom?” I suggested. He took me by the hand and led me to the back of the bus. Guys patted his shoulders while girls giggled at me—they all sensed what was about to occur. But instead of paying attention to the rowdy soundtrack of the tour bus, I focused on my budding romance.

			The bathroom scene wasn’t exactly romantic: the faint smell of urine emanated from the toilet, and I could still hear every word of Gunna’s “Baby Birkin” blasting from the radio. Once we locked the door, it was dark, forcing me to let go and trust the guy I had met just hours prior. I leaned against the door and felt his soft lips press up against mine. The spark was immediate, but other influencers extinguished the flame as they banged on the door. “I have to pee! Hurry up!” someone shouted. The moment was rushed and tense. I found it difficult to enjoy myself with so much background noise. We had no choice but to return to our seats.

			When we were back in our row, Jack kept lifting his head up off of mine to scan the tour bus. “How are we going to do this?” he asked in his charming Australian accent. Eventually, we looked at each other and shrugged. The bus was not going to get any less crowded or quiet, so we had to kiss in public. Rap music was booming, but our make out served as a stark contrast: it was slow, sweet, and gentle. Time stopped as soon as I surrendered to the moment, and I didn’t want to return to reality.

			After a few minutes, we opened our eyes and smiled at each other. Our connection was quickly interrupted. “Woo hoo!” I heard someone scream, and several influencers started applauding wildly. Still in Jack’s arms, I turned my head to take in the commotion: at least half of the bus was hovering over us. They were framing our midnight make out session, but instead of resenting them for it, we simply laughed off the lack of personal space.

			Later on that night, we switched seats with another couple so that we were further up on the bus, separate from the rest of the influencers. They left a blanket on the seat, so we draped it over our heads. Under the blanket, we were shielded from the rest of the bus. I took my AirPods out of my backpack and handed him one. “This is my chill playlist,” I said, seeking to transport us somewhere beyond the noisy vehicle. Kacey Musgraves and Lewis Capaldi serenaded us as we kissed.

			We arrived at a hotel halfway to Los Angeles at 1 a.m. and separated into different rooms. As we held our luggage in front of the lobby, we hesitated to kiss in front of the tour staff and parents. He placed his suitcase on the curb and pulled me into a tight hug before heading upstairs. I knew it wouldn’t be the last time we tapped into our chemistry.

			Just a few hours later, we woke up at 5 a.m. to drive to Los Angeles. Jack reserved a seat for me on the bus once again, and I relaxed my tired body onto his. “Good morning,” I quietly croaked. I lost my voice from screaming over influencers on the bus the evening before. The car quickly sped through highways to deliver us to the venue on time. Jack and I watched the sun rise slowly over the western mountains. Occasionally, I stared at how the golden light struck his face. He’d give me a quick kiss each time our eyes locked. We once again shared my AirPods, although his artist suggestion—Metallica—wasn’t the best choice for an easygoing, early-morning album.

			Once we arrived at the show in L.A., we continued to get cozy with each other to the point where I even needed some space. Every time I walked out of the green room, whether to grab breakfast or watch the sound check, Jack followed close behind. I was caught off guard by how clingy he was at times. At first, I was irritated rather than flattered, as it prevented me from bonding with other friends. But my attraction to him was undeniable.

			While the artists and bands rehearsed, I met Jack’s mom and younger sister and introduced him to my mom as well. While our parents got to know each other, I retreated into my head. Jack and I were both ending our time on tour in Los Angeles, and I suddenly wondered what would happen to our emerging relationship afterwards. We lived in separate countries across the world from one another. I wasn’t sure what the future held, but I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. “He should come with me to Disneyland tomorrow!” I blurted. His mom and sister did not confirm he was available until they witnessed our chemistry. In the green room, Jack and I were so exhausted, we napped on the couch in each other’s arms. “You guys are so cute,” his sister said while seated in a folding chair across the room. His mother nodded in agreement: “We can definitely make Disney work for tomorrow.”

			Jack and I continued to cuddle for hours. In fact, we almost missed our cue to introduce an artist in the show because we were so immersed in each other’s company. The loudspeaker called us to be on standby, and we giggled as we stumbled our way backstage. I smoothed my hair, and Jack adjusted his tee. There was nothing subtle about our connection. It was obvious to everyone that we were obsessed with each other, even to the fans, who stopped us several times on the meet-and-greet line to ask if we were dating.

			Disneyland was the first time we went public about our relationship. Too soon? Definitely. But I was following my heart. The morning of our excursion, Jack waited for me on the hotel lobby couch. As soon as the elevator doors opened, I ran straight into his arms and raised onto my tiptoes to kiss him.

			We strolled through the amusement park hand in hand, and when we reached the castle, we took photos together. He planted a peck, and I raised a leg off the ground. The music from Main Street blasted my eardrums, and the strong wind almost caused my skirt to fly up, but nothing could hinder our moment. The photo we posted looked like it was straight out of a fairytale—and our followers were privy to the magic as well. But it wasn’t about the online engagement or reaction from social media supporters. My connection with Jack was my only focus.
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WHAT TO
KEEP IN MIND
FORYOUR
FIRST HOOKUP

Pack gum, mints, or breath
spray. Listerine strips used to
be my favorite to stash in my
purse at bar/bat mitzvahs.
Keep low expectations. The
hookup is not going to be
perfect, so try not to worry
about if you're “good” or not.
Exude confidence, even if you're
not sure of yourself, He may
not know it’s your first hookup
(unless you told him). If you keep
a smile on your face and seem
confident, he could assume you're
an experienced pro.

Relax yourbody. Try notto tense

up; surrender to the moment.

Start slow, then follow his lead
i you feel like you don’t know
what youre doing. Mirroring
his body language can help
you become more comfortable.
Don't feel pressured into doing
anything you're uncomfortable
with. Stop him if he wants to

take things too far. Your friends

shouldn’t pressure you either.
Just because your bestic is
exploring her sexuality doesn't
mean you have to. Don't rush
into something if you aren’t
ready.

Avoid getting too attached. If

you had feelings for the per
son to begin with, that’s a dif-
ferent story. But if it was a
casual kiss, don't trick yourself
into believing you want a rela-
tionship just because you locked
lips. A hookup shouldn’t cause
unnecessary emotional baggage.
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&)  Learn the Ling:

Breadcrumbing means he’s dropping hints—and not in a good way. The
guy very well knows he’s single, but he’ll send just the right number of
texts (also known as breadcrumbs) to keep you interested. Leading you
on is a game to him: he doesn’t want to commit, but he’ll flirt for the fun
of it. Breadcrumbers often keep details about their life private, flake on
plans, and don’t spend time learning more about you.






