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			Praise for Notes to Boys

			One of The Hairpin’s 15 books to read now

			A Hello Giggles Item of the Day

			“…what makes the book so good is that grown-up Pam has enormous affection for Little Pam, who is, like a little sister, horribly embarrassing on the one hand and a fiercely protected loved one on the other. It’s a collection of embarrassing stories and mortifying notes, yes, but it’s also a pretty deeply felt memoir about her introduction to boys and sex and, perhaps most painfully, learning when not to tell people how you feel.”

			—Linda Holmes, NPR’s Monkey See and Pop Culture Happy Hour

			“…I enjoyed the book, and I rooted for [Little Pam]…hang around for the payoff.”

			—Tiffany Turpin Johnson, LitReactor

			Praise for Pamela Ribon

			“Ribon’s steadfastness in this character’s lack of likability is admirable. She never panders by making Smidge somehow have some kind of epiphany of character simply because she is dying. Ribon is unwavering in what she shows us of Smidge and the novel is the better for it.”

			—Roxane Gay, author of Hunger and Bad Feminist 

			“…a book with all the elements I love: best friends, ‘found’ families, Ribon’s trademark humor and vivid writing. (The description of Smidge’s cancerous cough is heart-stopping.)”

			—Jennifer Weiner, author of Good In Bed and Who Do You Love

			“Hilarity and heartbreak compete, but ultimately hope wins in this thoroughly delightful story about what it means to be a woman, a mother, a best friend. I can’t wait to pass this book along to every woman who ever mattered to me. Pamela Ribon has a huge, fresh voice, and this is her best book yet.”

			—Joshilyn Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of 
Gods in Alabama and A Grown-Up Kind of Pretty

			“You Take It From Here is…like a planetarium, where what matters is the feeling of the whole…You get to the end…and you have that sense that you’ve heard a whole story that seemed to be about skin-and-bones people, to the point where part of you is still worrying about them, like they’re phantom limbs.”

			—Linda Holmes, NPR

			“Don’t let the cover…fool you…the story that unfolds is anything but just another chick lit beach read. Ribon has undoubtedly made you laugh in the past…but with You Take It From Here she will make you cry. Buckets.”

			—Danielle Turchiano, author of 
My Life, Made Possible By Pop Culture

			“One of those rare books where the characters feel like your best friends from the first page. You’ll laugh and cry as Pamela Ribon takes you on a colorful, rich, and unforgettable journey of friendship.”

			—Kristin Harmel, author of The Sweetness of Forgetting
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			For my daughter.

			May she love with all her heart.

			And for my husband.

			He’s gonna keep her heart protected. 

			With, like, a secret knife.

			And a big dog.

		

	
		
			“I want to be with you now, right NOW, right NOW, right NOW, right now, now, now, now.”

			—Edie Brickell & New Bohemians, “Now”

			“I know someday you’ll have a beautiful life, I know you’ll be the sun…in somebody else’s sky, but why-hyy, whyyyyhyyy, WHYYYYYHYYYY AH-Can’t it be, ah-Can’t it beeeeEEEeeeEEeeeEEEE MIIIIIIIIIIIIIIAAAAAIAAAAAIIIIIIII-AHHHIIGH-HINE?!”

			—Pearl Jam, “Black”
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			Introduction

			Let’s start with one of my first ridiculous moments in love: the night I forced my crush to watch Broadcast News with me. 

			I suppose technically he watched it while I watched him watching it—my eyes wide and mouth ready for the kiss I knew he’d give me as soon as he figured out that I was Albert Brooks and he…he…was my Holly Hunter. 

			This is where I should probably tell you that I was thirteen years old. 

			Needless to say, he didn’t catch the subtext. During the moment when Albert Brooks tells Holly Hunter he wishes she were two people—“So I could call up the one who’s my friend and tell her about the one I love so much.”—my young soul mate spooned cookies and cream ice cream into the crook of his bare knee and remarked, “Heh-heh. If I spread my leg apart like this it looks like a butt with poops.”

			But my heart knew we were destined to be. Even the chance to watch this romantic comedy together was a miracle that I assumed was part of our destiny—I had just moved away, several states over, to a small, rural town in Texas, and for reasons I’ll never understand, both of our parents allowed this visit. He flew to my house. On a plane. He arrived at baggage claim wearing a navy blue Late Night with David Letterman T-shirt. I know you don’t need to know that, but you should know that I know that because it speaks to how important this was to me. 

			We only had a couple of days together—mere hours! This meant I needed him to make a move and make it soon if we were going to be young lovers running through the streets. So I took him to the most romantic place I knew. I took him to Six Flags.

			I’d always wanted to be that tanned and sweaty girl in an endless line for a roller coaster. She’s wearing a flimsy spaghetti-strap top and tiny shorts as she sits on the handrail that divides the lines into rigid sections. She’s chewing gum, or maybe just letting it stretch across her tongue as she rests her dewy cheek against the strong, muscled shoulder of her boyfriend. I wanted one of those middle-distance staring, metal band T-shirt wearing, floppy-haired, unfortunate-skinned boyfriends. He’s the one standing in the space between her parted knees. He’s the one holding her weary body up as they wait for a thrill ride.

			I craved that moment with a boy, our sweat-soaked love the only thing keeping us from sudden heatstroke.

			But during our two-hour wait for a sixty-second coaster, my Holly Hunter only used the handrails to show me how he would skate them if he had his board. His only proclamations of love were to say, “For the love of fucking shit, why is Texas as hot as the surface of the sun?”

			On his last night in my house, I got desperate. Assuming he needed the ultimate hint, I snuck into the room where he was sleeping, climbed on top of him, yanked off my shirt and put his hands on my bare chest. “I have a girlfriend,” he blurted, not without a touch of fear in his voice. “She goes to another school.”

			Why was I the only pre-teen ready for a serious, adult relationship? When would someone want to talk with me at a coffee shop about Salinger and Kids in the Hall sketches? When would I find my true Holly Hunter?

			The real tragedy is that nobody ever pulled me aside to gently inform me that some feelings I should keep inside, that not everybody deserves my truth. Or at least so much of my truth. Instead, I was all alone and determined to find the one boy who wanted all of it, all of me, who loved my words first, my body second. 

			Wait. 

			My words first, my brain second, my bookshelves third, and then my body. 

			No—my mixtapes! Then my body.  

			At some point someone should have said to me, “Hey. You kind of have a weird idea of how love goes that seems completely based on things you’ve watched on television. True love isn’t just like that time on Laverne & Shirley when Carmine and some other guy were fighting over Shirley and they got into a fist fight and Shirley tried to break it up when Carmine accidentally punched her in the face. I don’t know why you think that’s what love feels like, but listen: that’s fucked up.”

			Now that you can imagine the type of girl I was as I entered my very heady, super hormonal teen years, you should also know that I had a lot of time on my hands and access to a whole lot of paper. This was before the Internet (I would normally add a “thankfully” here, but since I’m not just uploading the contents of what I wrote, I’m going the extra step to publishing them, I have no reason to be grateful for anything, and nobody to blame but myself), so there was nothing to stop me that probably keeps other teens in check these days (i.e. bullying, public mockery). I spent many, many, way too many years writing love letters, poems, stories. I wrote obsessively. Compulsively. Constantly. And for the most part, I delivered those pages straight to their intended target. 

			But not before I saved myself a copy.

			It’s likely I kept the first drafts and hand delivered the more refined, less scribbly revision. All I know is I have boxes of notebooks and folders filled with evidence that I spent the majority of my teen years being an accidental stalker.

			This is where you probably ask, But why do you still have all those boxes of notebooks and folders? It’s a valid question. The only answer I can give you is, it’s not hoarding if it’s research.

			I gift that statement to the other human magpies in the world, the ones who can’t bear to toss things that hold even the slightest sentimental value. As someone who has three large bowls filled with wine corks, I understand. For those of you who still have boxes stuffed with high school theatre T-shirts or every issue of Sassy magazine, I carry your heart. I carry your heart in my heart. And I put that heart in a drawer with a whole lot of other hearts and some keychains with bank logos on them and some photo booth strips I keep planning on framing one day in a cute way and an Altoids tin of three-hole punch brads because I have a compulsion to save that’s fueled by the fear of becoming meaningless. 

			While most of you would probably not find it wise to publish your teenage diaries, it is an effective way to get people off your ass for saving all your shit, along with the bonus of a possible tax deduction once you reach Hoarding Level 3, also known as “I’d better rent a storage unit before I end up with a divorce.” 

			The first time I shared these letters and stories with my husband, we were still only dating at the time. I opened my gigantic green folder of past love and began reading one of the letters to him in an embarrassed, Gosh, remember when you used to be like this? sort of way.

			I was a few sentences in when he closed his eyes. “Please stop,” he said, holding up his hand—palm out, as if he needed to shield his face from any further harm.

			I was immediately sympathetic. “Oh. I’m sorry. Is it because I’m talking about past boyfriends? I get it. It’s hard to think of me loving someone else?”

			“No, that’s not it,” he said, eyes still shut, shaking his head. “I’m mortified for you.”

			There’s a certain face people make when they hear these letters. I’ve read them aloud at enough book readings and shows to be familiar with the normal human reaction. Every face is a little bit different in its severity, but it’s a clearly recognizable expression of horrified sympathy. The eyes squint, involuntarily, and the brow becomes rippled with angst. The mouth has two choices—either the lower lip drops, exposing the teeth in a way that, if the listener chose to speak, he would say something like: “Eeeech.” Or the mouth retreats, pulling back inside itself, teeth biting down—probably to keep from yelling at me, “Why are you doing this to yourself?!”

			After a book reading last year, a woman around my age approached me, smiling nervously. “I just wanted to thank you for sharing your teen diaries with us,” she said. “It made me do something really important.”

			Assuming she began mentoring at a high school or signed up to be a foster parent, I felt a swell of pride. “That’s great! What did you do?”

			“I called my mom and told her to burn all my old diaries and journals. I told her where they were in the basement and I made sure she got rid of them. All of them. I couldn’t bear to imagine anyone finding them one day, even after I was dead, and reading them. You made me realize just how terrifying it would be if anybody ever saw them.”

			I was still quite flattered. 

		

	
		
			Part One

			(Getting Serious About Boys)

		

	
		
			19 SEPT., 1990

			That’s how I dated all these letters and poems. Just a shitload of commas and dots, numbers tossed about here and there. It was around the same time I started intentionally pronouncing “schedule” with a “sh” sound at the beginning. I do not know why I thought I’d be just a little British. I knew not one British person. I’d never been anywhere near that side of the planet. To this day I still say “leisure,” with the soft “e” sound—something that doesn’t come up all that often now that I no longer spend weekends playing Trivial Pursuit with my parents. I believe they avoided the orange category simply to keep my intentional affect from driving them crazy. 

			“Why do you keep saying it like that?” they’d ask. 

			“That’s how I’ve always said it,” I’d lie for absolutely no reason.

			And then they’d ground me.

			On 19 Sept., 1990 I preserved a short moment of my life in a yellow Mead notebook. I am almost positive this story did not get duplicated and handed to the person starring in this entry because of how it ends. 

			19 Sept., 1990

			The rain pours outside my window and [NAME OMITTED] is all I think about.

			Here are some running themes you will soon pick up from my teen years: rain, windows, thinking. I will use pseudonyms for all boys in these pages because even the ones who were dicks to me don’t deserve this kind of public ridicule. I will wait to give this one his nickname. He will soon earn it.

			My mind is stuck in the past—an hour and a half ago. 

			That is exactly how long it took for me to get off the school bus, walk into my house, eat something, maybe call someone who wasn’t home yet, possibly do all my homework, and then grab my “writing.” Maybe I called it a “journal,” but I bet I called it my “writing,” and I’d probably penciled this moment of reflection into my shhhedule.

			All I can think of is the way I felt—I’m still blushing now. His touch was so soft, so caring. 

			This is the story of the time a boy touched me really high on my thigh.

			It may not have been the most romantic of places or times, 

			He touched me on a school bus.

			but my environment seemed to disappear the moment he twined his legs with mine and linked our little fingers. 

			He may have been actually pinning my hand down so I couldn’t stop him, while simultaneously making sure my feet were positioned in a way that I couldn’t kick in defense. 

			Fun fact: School Bus Boy didn’t look at me when this was happening. We were on the bus, it was on the way home, apparently it was raining, and while everyone around us was yelling and goofing off, School Bus Boy decided to see just how far he could get his hand up my skirt without actually talking to me, looking at me, or being anything close to my boyfriend. 

			This did not stop me from trying to romanticize the moment once I was safely home and alone in my room.

			My face runs red remembering the feeling of his fingers tracing on my thigh. A flowing, bubbly feeling is all over my body and I can’t seem to get this dopey pre-pubescent grin off of my face. 

			What exactly is a “pre-pubescent grin”? Is that the face of an innocent child after getting groped on a bus? Perhaps “grin” isn’t the right word there. 

			His body was warm, and he was smiling. But it was all so secretive. [four lines in pencil which I have erased] And the rain pours on.

			I’m sure I could have gone on for as long as the rain were it not for the deep thoughts that immediately followed. 

			What is a soul, anyway? 

			Here we go.

			I mean, it’s a word used often, usually by poets or hopeless romantics who need a word to show the depth of their emotion. But what is a soul? Is it my feelings, my emotions? Is it my thoughts? 

			Who could I possibly be writing this to? Was it someone I was trying to impress? Was I planning on giving this to School Bus Boy? Or worse—was I writing to some version of me in the future?

			Is it my desires? Is it my dreams? Is it a ball of fire deep inside that gives me the strength to go on living? 

			I’m a little embarrassed to see I followed all my questions above with these questions here. Every time I think I’m more mature and wiser than the girl of 19 September, I end up writing or doing something that proves I am not. One thing is for sure: back then I definitely thought I was fucking deep.

			When I say that someone is invading my soul, then, what do I mean? I know how I feel. I feel like that person has a place. A place in my life, in my heart, in my soul, whatever you want to call it. I feel lifted when that person is around me. I feel happy. I feel free. I’m light-headed. It usually is called love, whatever that word means. Why does the English language have all these words for all these things that can’t be defined?

			That last sentence is a mind-buster, isn’t it? Why do we define things that cannot be defined, you guys? I mean, look how casual I am, asking is that love, whateverthatwordmeans? [Then I do a little head jerk that flips my bangs to the side.]

			We must take a break from the story of School Bus Boy here, because a couple of weeks later I became involved in a pretty serious relationship. Just like School Bus Boy, let’s let him earn his name in the letter.

			But first, this would be a good segue to explain why I cannot watch the show Hoarders, because while all of you sit back and judge and cluck and wretch, I am breathless with anxiety, clutching my throat, thinking, How can they just throw out that entire box of old onesies without asking which five are the most important?! They don’t even know why she saved them! There’s a reason!

			No matter how many waterproof bins I acquire from The Container Store for my things, the one priceless item I can’t seem to stockpile is my dignity.

			1 Oct 1990

			His smile. His hair. His weird, warped, twisted, beautiful personality. That’s how he will always live on in my mind. Forever.

			As much as I know he’s right, I can’t bring myself to face reality. It’s over.

			This boy and I dated for exactly thirty-six hours. I cannot remember if we even had a conversation about whether or not we were actually boyfriend/girlfriend, but I do remember him calling me to break up with me. If he had to call to break up with me, it implies at some point we “got together” through word (because definitely not in deed).  I’m guessing I hung up the phone and immediately lunged for my notebook, in order to catch all of this fresh emotion.

			It’s over. I keep telling myself this as I play our song over and over again—

			U2’s “With or Without You.” NOT THAT IT MATTERS. Also: apparently he could, in fact, live without me. Immediately.

			—as I wallow in my disgusting self-pity. I replay everything in my mind and I know that I did nothing wrong, he did nothing wrong. We just learned too much and too little about each other too fast.

			That sounds like I had sex with this boy. I did not. I don’t think anything happened but, like, a kiss? Maybe? Honestly, mostly I remember holding hands and listening to U2. And then a phone call the next day where he dumped me, because we apparently had learned both too much AND too little about each other too fast. I’m sure that’s a Bruce Springsteen song or something. 

			Thirty-Six Hours Boy was on the small side, with brown, floppy hair (floppy skater hair will be a thing with me that started with Holly Hunter Boy and will continue on through my Johnny Depp fixation (1987-present)) and a thick, twangy accent. His real first name is super Southern, the kind of name that normally belongs to a country music star. I think his parents were wealthy, maybe? I’m fading here because this is literally all I remember about him. I no longer remember his last name. But back then on 1 October, oh, how I remembered everything.

			He said he cared. He said he’d never mess behind my back. Well, he did keep his promise.

			I like to picture I’m holding some kind of martini here, wrist bent, elbow tucked into my hip. “Well, he did keep his promise.” So bitter already, having never traveled to a second or third base.

			And I kept mine. When he held my hand, I knew it was the start of something good—really good. Something real. Something that will last. Something…whole and massive and whirling and twisting and—

			It’s probably good that he broke up with me as quickly as he did. For his sake.

			—passionate and beautiful and wonderful and exhilerating [sic] and hilarious and weird and giddy and tingly and estatic [sic] and there. I mean really there. He kissed without force, held me without domination.

			Um…it sounds like he really didn’t want to kiss me, nor hold me. Maybe because it was the start of something “weird.”

			He liked me. He liked me. He liked me. And for one miraculous weekend he was mine and I was his and we pledged eternal faithfulness and we laughed.

			I bet that was the first time I thought of putting the emphasis on a different word through repetition and I bet I thought I invented that shit. 

			Did we laugh because of the pledge? Did he pledge to be faithful and then bust out laughing and I was all, “We are laughing together because LOVE IS SO ESTATIC!”?

			We held each other. We shared numerous feelings and emotions: romance, fright, disgust, humor and wonder.

			More than half of the numerous things we “shared” sound like they weren’t fun at all. I seem to have given this boy one really shitty weekend of virginal song-looping, super-tight hand-holding, and maybe, I don’t know…scab-picking? I’m just trying to nail down the “disgust” part.

			We knew each other—I thought. It felt so great having someone care about me, someone who picked me up when I fell—

			Definitely scab-picking.

			—someone who wanted to be by my side instead of expecting me to do it without question. Someone who treated me as an individual and as a thing of beauty. Someone with common interests. Someone with common goals. Someone whom I respected and respected me. God, has anyone else ever felt like this or am I the only one with these feelings?

			Wow. Okay, that sounds like I’ve found someone very special there. I’ve learned a lot about this boy, so for God’s sake, I hope I don’t go and do something stupid now, like learning too little!

			He said he was serious. Serious about us. He said it, I heard him.

			“I heard him, Your Honor.”

			What possesses a boy to change his mind in the course of 24 hours?

			Let me answer that one for you real quick like, Little Pam. YOU do. It is important to note that from here on out my handwriting goes batshit crazy.

			He called me. Said he needed to talk. Said he thinks he’s tied down. Said he wants to be free. BE FREE?! Said he didn’t want to hurt me. Then he said the worst. The F-word. FRIEND! He said he liked me, but he didn’t want a girlfriend at the time. He said it’s going too fast for him—was it for me? And that he doesn’t really know me—do I agree?

			Seems like he let me down kind of easy, and even gave me a couple of ways that I could try to talk him into seeing me again for another day of finger-linking and Bono-singing. Not like my first boyfriend in the fifth grade, with whom I’d only had one conversation the entire time we were “going together,” the one who broke up with me by having Matt Fakes tell me at recess that my boyfriend didn’t think I was cute anymore and he wanted to go with somebody else. I didn’t even change Matt Fakes’ name right there because I’m that kind of emotionally scarred to this day. 

			Not that I hoard all of these memories. 

			That’s the last I’ve spoken to him in 5 hours.

			That’s my favorite sentence of this entire letter.

			My heart aches at the loss. Then I thought of his words, “I hardly know you.” 

			Which I’m guessing he said with like, a lot of fear because I was intense.

			I thought about this. What was his middle name? What was his favorite movie? What kinds of books does he read?

			Jesus, I am a NERD.

			When did he start to like me? Why is he a grade younger than I am when he’s the same age?

			Ha!

			What’s his favorite ice cream flavor?

			“Gosh, I hope it’s ‘Book,’ just like mine!!”

			What classes does he take in school? What does he want to be when he grows up? When is his birthday? Is he a virgin?

			Did I really know this person that I pledged eternally faithful to? If he didn’t know me, why did he care? Why did he want me as a girlfriend one day and a good friend the next?

			WHAT DID I DO?

			WHAT CAN I DO?

			Boys are weird.

			Thirty-Six Hours Boy and I had something special, but I didn’t realize how special until a couple of weeks later.

			The story continues thusly: 

			(I only use “thusly” to impress the me of 19 September, who would have raised one eyebrow to acknowledge me before breaking into a pre-pubescent grin.)

			One night my parents were out of town, and because I wasn’t a girl with a healthy amount of self-esteem, nor was I convinced the people I was hanging out with actually considered me a friend, they were somehow suddenly all over at my house, even though they weren’t allowed, and even though I didn’t know half of them, which means I was probably right that they didn’t consider me a friend. I believe they were all pretty respectful, as far as a bunch of teenagers sitting in a stranger’s house can be. They mostly used my couches to goof off, talk about music, and drink vodka out of thermoses. It was like a punk rock tea party. I imagine they discussed important topics of the day like skipping a pep rally, or the new Jane’s Addiction album, or if it was better to buy Doc Martens at the sporting goods and uniform store where it’s cheaper than to drive an hour away to the punk-goth boutique in downtown Houston for the authenticity. 

			The reason I don’t know what they actually discussed is because I was in my bedroom, where School Bus Boy was seeing just how far he could get with me now that we were in a non-moving object. In the dark, in my bed, both fully clothed. Shoes on. 

			I do think, though, if I have to be completely honest, that we were not the only ones in the room. I mean, I know this. I know there was someone else on the floor of my room when we started kissing, and I know this because the boy on the floor would one day be my boyfriend, and he told me about this awkward night when he thought he was hanging out with some people, only to hear them start smacking away. I only include this fun fact because I think there’s a real dividing line to our make out sessions in life. As long as you don’t care if someone else is in the room listening to your sloppy slurps and groans, I think you can safely say you are still firmly in your youth. (Congrats, polyamorous ones!)

			Anyway, our accidental creeper didn’t get too much of an earful, as I had to deliver some bad news to School Bus Boy, which I whispered as seductively as I could muster. 

			“You have to stop now because I’m on my period.”

			 School Bus Boy abruptly stood up and left the room.

			I later found him in the kitchen, where I asked the only question appropriate for the moment. 

			“Are you mad at me?”

			He looked anywhere but in my direction, seemingly uncomfortable. I can’t imagine why.

			“No, I’m not mad,” he said. He quickly squeezed my hand before walking away. I remember the hand squeeze not because it was a sweet, silent comment on how he could empathize with how rough it must be to be a teen girl, but rather because he would intentionally grow out his fingernails and then file them to a sharp, claw-like point. (While it is hard to figure out who you are when you’re a thirteen-year-old girl, I can’t imagine how much more difficult the same thing must sometimes be for a thirteen-year-old boy.) I remember the squeeze because his pinkie nail dug into my palm, and it hurt like a bitch.

			Once School Bus Boy left the kitchen, I was immediately confronted by my ex-boyfriend, Thirty-Six Hours Boy. It had been a good two weeks since our whirlwind romance, so I knew the wounds were still fresh for both of us. 

			“Did you just make out with [School Bus Boy]?” he asked, his face unreadable because I didn’t understand boys.

			“I don’t know,” I answered, trying to sound both smug and aloof.

			Thirty-Six Hours Boy shook his head. “You did, didn’t you?”

			“Does that upset you?” I asked in a most soap-operatic fashion. I might have placed my hand on a doorframe for optimum emotional leaning. 

			“Yeah,” he said, pushing past me. “You made him win.”

			I spent the rest of the weekend mulling that over. You made him win. What cryptic message was my past true love telling me? Did he want me back? Were they both after my heart and it somehow seemed like I had made a choice? What had he won—the chance to own my heart?

			I had days to figure it out, as I was super-grounded after that night. I got busted due to the traces my former lover Thirty-Six Hours Boy had left behind—the master bathroom toilet seat was raised. This means: BOYS WERE HERE AND YOU ARE GROUNDED.

			I couldn’t be bothered to spend my imprisonment thinking of what I’d done to anger my parents when I had to figure out what I’d done to upset Thirty-Six Hours Boy. He seemed so troubled. 

			You made him win. 

			Win what? I was unable to sleep, so firmly in the middle of such an emotional triangle. Oh, boys! Gentlemen. Do let us try to be civil. Perhaps I should hear each of your desires listed in order of importance before I choose which of you shall next slide a hand near my underpants as we ride our bright yellow chariot. Please also list your top five favorite books and ice cream flavors. Thank you.

			In the lunchroom a few days later, there was a small commotion. At a table far from where I sat, two girls I did not know were yelling at each other. As it got heated, word was spreading. The girls were friends, good friends, and something had come between them. Their fight escalated, and they stormed out of the room together. 

			They returned soon after, making a beeline to School Bus Boy’s table, where they stopped. A few words were exchanged before one of the girls slapped School Bus Boy across the face. Then the other girl slapped him, harder. The crowd shouted, “Oooh!” The girls left holding hands, and School Bus Boy stared at his lap.

			This is when Thirty-Six Hours Boy stopped by my table. “They found out about the bet. Dumbass gave both of those girls the same apology letter, when he should have known they were best friends. What an idiot. But that’s how he beat me, three girls to two.”

			Thirty-Six Hours Boy walked away. I never spoke to him again. 

			I still remember how hot my face got as I stared down at my lunch tray wondering, “Why didn’t I get a letter?”

		

	
		
			The Continuing Story 
of Holly Hunter Boy

			I skipped ahead to give you an idea of what kind of letters I wrote to boys, because I don’t have too many pieces of evidence for what I did to Holly Hunter Boy, the one I forced to watch Broadcast News all those years ago. For him, I just threw everything at him, first draft, and let it ride. 

			But I need to go back because you should probably know I once wrote him a two hundred-page letter.

			That takes a second to understand, I know. What I did was I bought a brand new, spiral notebook and I filled it over the course of a weekend. In pen. And maybe some colored pencils. Probably some highlighter. I feel like maybe the cover of the notebook was green. But inside those pages was pure, unfiltered, unedited angst.

			At the time, I figured there was no clearer way to express my love in a way that kept me from having to actually say any words out loud. I could slide a note (or in this case, drop a thick-ass notebook) onto a desk, disappear around a corner, and let this boy have his moment with my head, my heart. I was convinced he would sit there and absorb how incredible this all is, how lucky we are to be two people in love like this. That’s what I would do if someone treated me this way! 

			[Reality check: no, it isn’t. When I one day received a twenty-page letter left for me on the windshield of my car, telling me all the ways I didn’t understand how much I was supposed to belong to the author of that confession, I did not feel special. I did not feel loved. I felt stalked and a little like maybe I should find a new city in which to live. But the story of that boy is for later, as it’s nowhere near this time, when I would have given anything for this level of attention.]

			People mock the Manic Pixie Dream Girl now, but I think back then, before that cliché was invented, that’s what I thought I was. That’s what I wanted to be. Pixie part aside, that’s really who I was: that sweet, innocent girl with one hand holding office supplies stuffed with love, the other handing over a mixtape that no doubt started with Metallica’s “Fade to Black” and ended with “Pretty Little Ditty” by the Red Hot Chili Peppers.

			Despite all I put Holly Hunter Boy through over the years when I was living in the same city, once I was hundreds of miles away, we became rather good friends. As we got older, old enough to have actual problems and things to do, we settled into a friendship that consisted of two phone calls a year, one for each of our birthdays. We are almost six months apart in age, so for the past twenty-five years or so, every early April and every late September, we call each other to catch up. 

			When we were younger our calls could be longer. We had time to chat about classes or people we were dating. We talked about parents, movies, and music. But as time got more precious, our phone calls became not just something we looked forward to, but a kind of quick progress report on our lives. 

			“You moved to Central America?” 

			“You’re writing for a TV show?” 

			“I can’t believe you have a doctorate!”

			We’ve been there through each other’s marriages and mortgages, divorces and deaths. If one of us can’t talk on our actual birthdays, the reason has to be really good.

			“Hi, I can’t talk today. I’m in Hawaii and I’m running a marathon in the morning.”

			“Hi, I can’t talk today. There’s a hurricane headed toward my parents’ house.”

			We’ve seen each other in person on only two occasions since the weekend of Broadcast News—once when we were in college, and once in our mid-twenties, before I moved much further away, to Los Angeles. There have been times when we didn’t live too far apart, or when one of us was on a trip that took us closer to the other one, but as we got older, with the cats in the cradle and all, we just hadn’t been able to schedule being in the same room together. 

			We don’t even use Facetime or Skype. I think because we’ve always known each other better as a voice over the phone. 

			My husband is Southern—from the Gulf Coast—which is not all that far from Jackson, Mississippi, where I fell for Holly Hunter Boy. There are times my husband’s talking when I hear the way he can make the word “on” sound like “own,” and I recognize that late-night, talking-in-the-dark feeling of Holly Hunter Boy in my ear.

			A text from me on his birthday in 2011: Happy Birthday, mister. Shall we schedule phone time?

			His reply: I didn’t realize that we had an option. Call when you get up. I should be free. I’ll make an outline of talking points before then. We have a lot to cover.

			Me: Will charge the phone. Looking forward to it.

			The next year he didn’t call on my birthday. That had never happened before. I didn’t want to bother him, but I worried. 

			Three days later, he texted: 

			“Sorry I didn’t call for your birthday. I was kinda busy.”

			And then there’s a photo of him leaning over a tiny baby, staring into a pair of huge, glassy eyes that peered back from just below that ubiquitous striped knit cap of the newly-born.

			“Best reason ever. Congrats, daddy.”

			“Happy belated. I’d like to call soon.” 

			What Holly Hunter Boy didn’t know when he sent that photo was that six hours earlier I had learned I was pregnant. 

			Our lives have remained connected in that way, and if I had any good sense I would let it be this sweet thing that has just the right amount of nurturing. It’s the kind of relationship I would want with someone if I didn’t already have it. It’s a nice resolution to all these heartbreaks and yearnings I put myself through over my high school years.

			But then I started writing this book, and I got to thinking. 

			I sent a text to Holly Hunter Boy, telling him about the book, adding that it was a shame he didn’t still have that two-hundred page letter, as I can’t imagine what was in it. I was then like, Maybe I could interview you or whatever, ha ha.

			He texted back: What are you talking about? Of course I have the note. And I have always assumed any interaction was an interview. Will send as soon as I locate it. 

			That was a couple of months ago. No package has arrived in the mail, but I’ve been assured it is coming. 

			I will now compartmentalize my anxiety about what will happen if I ever see that two-hundred page letter again by going back to when I was too self-absorbed to have any shame. Ladies and gents, I return you to: the nineties.

		

	
		
			Share With Me Your Soul
(The Heartbreak of Homeroom Boy) 
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“...brain-breakingly funny...hugely relatable, very entertaining...It's a col-
lection of embarrassing stories and mortifying notes, yes, but it's also a pretty
deeply felt memoir about her introduction to boys and sex and—perhaps most
painfully—learning when not to tell people how you feel”
—LINDA HOLMES, NPR
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