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CHAPTER ONE
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The Pact

I was never one of those girls who got precious about her virginity. The word itself is kind of a joke. Like you’re a piece of cloth that can get a stain on it.

But something happened junior year. I still smile about it sometimes, lying awake at two in the morning, staring at this water stain above the radiator, the one that looks like either a dog or a boot, depending on how tired I am. I want to tell you about it.

I’m not gonna say it changed my life. I won’t. It was just real. Weird and funny, way funnier than I thought it would be. And the people were real in a way most people up to that point hadn’t been. That year I stopped waiting and started actually paying attention. Or something close to it.

I was twenty. I thought I was the smartest person in whatever room I walked into.

That’s the kind of clueless you can’t shake from the outside. It doesn’t even know it’s there. I coasted through life thinking I wasn’t missing anything, and I took that ease as proof I was smart. I had absolutely no idea.

I had a theory about women. Types, categories, patterns. I’d spent years building this mental filing system, half-watching everyone around me. I even wrote it down once. Green pen. Notebook under my bed. Subcategories. Footnotes, I think. To this day I don’t know what came over me.

The problem was that almost every girl I met fit into one of my boxes. And once she did, she got boring. My actual friend group slowly shrank. At some point I realized I couldn’t remember the last time someone had genuinely caught me off guard. That’s a terrible feeling. At the time I thought it meant I was perceptive.

Freshman year everything felt electric. I believed in coincidences. I believed two people could just click across a room, instantly, no words needed. I was completely sure that one right conversation could turn everything upside down.

Then I wasn’t.

My major was comparative lit. Twenty-three girls and three guys who all looked like their alarm clock had done something personally unforgivable to them on day one and they’d never gotten over it. Thirty people total. The odds were supposedly better everywhere else on campus, but I kept striking out.

The guys around me fell into exactly two buckets: the ones I was attracted to, and the ones I could actually talk to. Those two groups almost never overlapped.

By October we’d split into clusters. Mine I jokingly called the Bookmarks. We were the first to show up and the last to leave at any department thing. Academically, nothing to write home about. But we knew how to work a party. Any excuse. Anywhere with free wine and enough people to get lost in. We had this real gift for walking into a place and making it feel worth being at. That sounds easy, but it’s not. Not when you’re nineteen and anxiety is humming underneath everything, the way it was for all five of us, way down deep.

There were five of us. Me. Maggie, tall and loud, with a laugh like a chainsaw going through a metal trash can. Priya, who dressed like she was heading to a séance and swore like a construction worker. Dara, who you had to get alone. Basically a ghost in a group, but one-on-one she’d say something that made you spit your drink across the table. And Lena, who was giving way more of herself to this sculptor three years older than she ever should have been. He really did not deserve one single minute of her.

And then it came out that all five of us were virgins.

Total accident. A Flaubert seminar that felt longer than Flaubert’s actual life. Someone passed a note, someone snorted, and suddenly we were scribbling in the margins of the syllabus, the handwriting getting smaller and tighter the more specific things got, the way it does when you’re writing stuff you can’t actually say out loud.

The professor watched from up front. Scottish guy, super tall, with the posture of something that usually wanders across marshes. The face of a man who’d long since accepted his situation.

We made a pact. Ripped notebook paper. Five signatures in blue ink. Dara’s was three times the size of everyone else’s. She said that’s just how she signs things.

The rule was simple: whoever went first had to buy everyone a real bottle of wine and tell them everything. No sugarcoating. No leaving parts out.

That kind of thing only makes sense when you’re nineteen and everything still feels like a first. But it was serious. Funny and serious at the same time, and I’d started to notice that’s exactly what it feels like when something actually matters.

Over the next two years we went through a lot of wine. One by one the others crossed the line and held up their end. We’d all pile into someone’s room, crack open cheap pinot, and listen.

The stories were all over the place. Lena’s was some cottage, the sculptor finally behaving like a normal human. Maggie’s involved a fire alarm going off and the neighbor she’d literally never spoken to knocking to make sure everyone was alive.

We told her it counted when he came in.

She argued for twenty minutes. Then she bought the wine.

By junior year the Bookmarks had kind of fallen apart. Internships, thesis stuff, life. I was the last one standing in the pact. Nobody made it weird. But I knew. And they knew I knew, which was worse. That’s just how it works.

My friends stopped trying to set me up and moved into what they called perspective. “The physical world is incredible,” they’d say. “You’re shortchanging yourself. It’s like going your whole life without ever tasting salt.”

I got it. I just couldn’t sleep with someone I felt nothing for. Which seemed like a perfectly reasonable position at the time.

And then there was that night at The Anchor.

* * *
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Friday. Way too hot. Everyone moving slow, everybody sweating. Except for a few girls who apparently never sweat. I genuinely don’t know how they pull that off.

Maggie and I had been at The Anchor for a couple hours. Sticky floors, cheap beer, a jukebox that looked like nobody had touched it since George W. Bush’s second term. Around eleven we looked at each other and that was that.

Two blocks away was ladies’ night at a club where the bouncer barely looked at your ID. We grabbed a table in the back, dumped our stuff on the chairs, ordered prosecco.

I had on a black backless top and jeans I’d bought two sizes too small and finally managed to get into after six months of refusing to believe what the mirror was telling me. Maggie was in red, which she had technically borrowed from a friend. Herself, six months earlier.

By midnight the guys started trickling in. They had timing. They always showed up the exact second Maggie headed to the dance floor, leaving me to deal with everything myself.

I’m not great at being rude. But I’m good at being pleasantly unmovable, which is a different thing, and honestly harder to pull off. I turned down five guys. To dance. To go somewhere quieter. Whatever. And every single time the guy looked at me like he’d run into IKEA furniture he was absolutely certain he could assemble without the instructions.

They all had lines. “You’re not like other girls.” And: “Someone must be waiting for you at home.” One guy who’d clearly had way too much said: “How does he even let you out looking like that?”

The logic still gets me. That a woman who says no must be on hold for somebody. That her no is just a yes that belongs to someone else. It’s exhausting. And honestly, more than anything, it’s just kind of depressing.

So I let one of them buy me a glass of prosecco, thanked him like I meant it, and slipped onto the dance floor.

I’m a good dancer. Genuinely good. Not like, technically. More like I figured out how to stop thinking about how I look, and then suddenly I could think about everything else. That takes real work. I’m just as proud of it as some people are of parallel parking on the first try. It’s not a small thing.

For a while I was just happy out there with Maggie, moving through the crowd. Then the DJ slowed it down and everybody needed a partner. Maggie got scooped up immediately. That tall guy she’d been eyeing all night walked right up to her. He’d clearly been psyching himself up for probably an hour.
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