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Prologue

Gregory Bolton knelt in front of the love seat in Harvard’s Cambridge Queen’s Head Pub, staring straight into the green eyes of Callie Andrews and ignoring that his friend and teammate Clint Weber sat beside her, his arm wrapped around her shoulders.

In Gregory’s coat pocket was something so small that no one could have ever guessed what an epic misunderstanding it had caused. It was a note: old and faded after months of being forgotten, tucked away among various loose papers in his bedroom. Still, he didn’t need to read it to know, almost word for word, what it said.


What happened at Harvard-Yale was a huge mistake. It was wrong for us to have slept together, and if I could take it back, I would. I messed up the room dynamic, and I probably blew it with Clint. I may be a terrible person, but if I am, then you are just as bad, if not worse. I cannot believe that I was ever stupid enough to put my trust in someone like you.

There is no hope for us in the future. I don’t see how we could even just be friends.

There’s nothing I can do about the fact that we’re living in such close quarters—believe me, if I could, I would—so let’s just try to stay as far away from each other as possible.		

Callie



He also knew now what he hadn’t known before: that this note had never been meant for him—as he’d assumed these past few months—and had instead been a response to a nasty “Manifesto” written by Callie’s roommate Vanessa Von Vorhees and then taped to Callie’s bedroom window. At this point the details of how the mix-up occurred were irrelevant; all that mattered was that he was here now, prepared to set the record straight.

And, if it wasn’t enough to prove how he felt, he had something else in his back pocket as well: his cell phone. In the outbox there were several drafts of unsent messages written and dated in November after that fateful football game at Harvard-Yale.

TO ANDREWS, CALLIE: I THINK
 ABOUT YOU EVERY DAY. IT’S LIKE
 I’M GOING CRAZY. WHY . . .

TO ANDREWS, CALLIE: REMEMBER
 THE BALCONY WHEN IT STARTED TO
 RAIN? THE WAY . . .

TO ANDREWS, CALLIE: I SUPPOSE
 YOU WANT ME TO LEAVE YOU ALONE
 UNTIL YOU WORK TH . . .

TO ANDREWS, CALLIE: AS LONG AS
 I’M NEVER SENDING THESE, I WANT
 YOU TO KNOW THAT . . .

TO ANDREWS, CALLIE: I KNOW
 YOU PROBABLY THINK I COULD
 NEVER CHANGE, BUT MAYBE . . .

TO ANDREWS, CALLIE: CLINT
 E-MAILED ME AGAIN, WHICH IS WHY
 I’M NOT SENDING THES . . .

TO ANDREWS, CALLIE: GREG,
 YOU’RE AN IDIOT. YOU KNOW YOU’LL
 NEVER SEND THESE.

The messages said what he had been unable to admit out loud before. Soon, however, he might finally be able to bring himself to delete them; for he was resolved, tonight, to tell her everything.





Chapter One
Togas, Boys, and Other Dangerous Things

Dear Second Semester Freshmen,

Or Toddlers, as I prefer to call you, and welcome to your Terrible Twos: otherwise known as second semester. For most of you, surviving your first several months in the Ivy League probably felt like a battle; it’s safe to say, however, that the war has only just begun. But before we dive back in to all the drama both in and out of the classroom, what better way to kick off the new year than to take a moment and reflect on what everyone in America knows college is really all about. . . .

Parties

(If you guessed “studying the elementary subatomic constituents of matter and radiation,” please GO FISH, get a life, and enroll in Leaving the Library 101 this semester.)

Various outsiders might contest that our campus has a better chance of producing prize winners (Nobel, Pulitzer) than parties, but that’s only because most Harvard gatherings, including the following, are so exclusive that a rare few ever manage to secure an invite.

Five (In)Famous Harvard Parties (And Your Guide to Getting In)

Delphic Toga: This annual party at one of the eight male Final Clubs risks running a cliché, but we Cantabridgians don our twin-sized sheets from the Target Dorm Collection with a postmodern, ironic spirit—kind of like the way I wear my hot pink Harvard sweatshirt. For the first hour spontaneous speeches that all inevitably begin with “Friends, Romans, Countrymen,” ring through the halls, the bagged wine flows like water, and students embody the pinnacle of civilization. . . . Then the DJ shows up, Rome is sacked, and the whole thing degenerates into a drunken, fratty, signature Delphic mess.

Party Grade: A-

Crash-ability Level: Easy; ladies substitute a pillowcase for your sheet and the bouncer will be putty in your hands.

The Social Network: Ever since that wordy Aaron Sorkin tried to capture our antics on film, hopeful partygoers have been storming the Phoenix praying to find the bus full of stripping, drug-doing model-actresses playing state school girls at a “typical” Harvard party from which nerds who aren’t half as hot as Jesse Eisenberg will forever be excluded. Apologies for the bubble burst, but those scenes were filmed at the Spee and were the stuff of fiction. Still, give Thursday nights at the PSK a try, and if you don’t make it past the front door, go home, crack a beer, write a complex equation on your window, and console yourself by inventing the next Facebook.

Party Grade: C

Crash-ability Level: Medium-Hard (due to all the hype); try calling yourself a “friend of Eduardo’s, enemy to Zuck, and hater of all things Winklevoss” at the door and see what happens.

The Great Gatsby: Arguably the best party on campus, this white-tie affair takes place at the Fly Club and truly transports its guests back to the summer of 1922. Based on a strict interpretation of the literary text, no expense is spared, from the live jazz band to the vintage couture and the green light that flashes intermittently that night outside the club’s front door.

Party Grade: A+

Crash-ability Level: Impossible; this party is a date event in the strictest of terms—not even Jay Gatsby + Daisy Buchanan could get in if their names weren’t on the list.

Spee Eurotrash: Whether you define the word as a “pejorative term for Europeans” or defer to the Urban Dictionary delineation (Eurotrash: A human sub-phylum characterized by its apparent affluence, worldliness, social affectation, and addiction to fashion), you will have fun at this shindig celebrating—ironically, of course—our campus’s beloved international contingent.

Party Grade: B+

Crash-ability level: Medium; it all depends on your costume and how authentically you can air-kiss, rock tight jeans and greasy hair, and remember that loafers should never be worn with socks.

Boxer, Formerly Known as the “Boxer Rebellion”: This outdoor springtime gathering at the Fox Club—where it’s difficult to determine which is more awkward: the ’80s cover band or the fact that every male present is pants-less—used to derive its name from the proto-nationalist movement in turn-of-the-century China. Until some angsty Crimsonites at our beloved school paper started raising hell about political correctness, i.e., the enemy of funny and fun.

Party Grade: A-

Crash-ability Level: Hard; they are extra careful to exclude undercover enemies of fun after the op-ed upset—men, be mindful of your underwear selection and prepare to check your pants at the door.

Work hard/Play hard,

Alexis Thorndike, Advice Columnist

Fifteen Minutes Magazine

Harvard University’s Authority on Campus Life since 1873





“Do the two of you ever stop kissing?” OK Zeyna asked, speaking in his BBC British best. “This is a party. You are supposed to socialize; you know, interact with others?”

“You are being le gross,” Mimi Clément agreed, wrinkling her nose. “All this touching en public . . . c’est dégoûtant.”

Callie Andrews broke away from her boyfriend—yes, boyfriend, which she never tired of saying—and smiled at her neighbor and roommate, aiming for apologetic but failing to wipe the gleeful expression from her face. “We’re sorry, but—”

“We can’t stop,” said her boyfriend, pulling Callie back to him. “We’re making up for lost time.”

Mimi groaned.

“Sorry!” Callie called again, giggling but unable to lean away as he kissed her neck. “Just—give us—”

“That’s it! We’re going now!” OK cried. “Far, far away—to the bar. Milady?” he added, offering Mimi his arm with a surprisingly dignified look on his face for someone sporting nothing more than a twin-sized sheet with bright, multicolored pink polka dots. He appeared, however, to have fully forgiven Mimi for cajoling him into wearing it earlier that evening.

“You’ll be missed!” a muffled voice called, its owner’s smirk buried in Callie’s short blond hair.

“Mm-hmm,” Callie murmured, incapable of saying more as her lips were now otherwise occupied.

“Pfft . . . Les adolescents de nos jours,” Mimi muttered, shaking her head as she and OK abandoned the new couple standing at the base of the Delphic Club’s enormous spiral staircase. After picking their way through the main room where students danced to a DJ, their bodies wrapped in togas and heads wreathed in ivy, she and OK approached the cedar-paneled bar.

Callie watched them order drinks. “Maybe we should . . .”

“Whatever you want,” her boyfriend replied.

She smiled impishly, running her fingers along the sides of his navy-colored toga, his hips lingering inches away from her own.

“Do you want a drink?” he asked.

“No,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.

“Dance?” He nodded toward the main room.

“No,” she said, kissing him on the other cheek.

“We could go upstairs. . . .” His eyes danced wickedly.

“Oh?” She leaned back to look at him.

“They’re watching Animal House on the big-screen TV.”

“No!” she cried, shaking her head and kissing him on the lips.

“Well, there’s only one place left. . . .” he said, kissing her in return.

“Hmm?”

“Game room.” His head tilted to the right, where there was a large open lounge full of fat leather couches, dark wooden walls, and a pool and a poker table, where the members often played cards.

Turning, Callie spotted Vanessa Von Vorhees, another one of her roommates, sitting on a couch swathed in a Diane Von Furstenberg sheet from the designer’s new Home collection. “My own take on the classic wrap dress,” Vanessa had called to no one in particular while she safety-pinned the sides of the lavender-colored sheet in the girls’ common room in suite C 24 of Wigglesworth Dormitory prior to the party. Such announcements used to be directed at Callie—back when they were still on speaking terms.

These days their interactions were characterized by a cool formality: a volatile politeness that, though uneasy, was still preferable (according to Mimi and Dana Gray, the final of the four roommates) to the shouting matches and slamming doors of the previous semester. The exact reasons for the fight that had escalated from a battle into a full-on war seemed somewhat hazy now. Had Callie stolen Vanessa’s crush and her Hasty Pudding club membership, or had both simply chosen Callie over Vanessa? Had the nasty words Callie wrote after Vanessa trashed her bedroom constituted slander or merely venting, since Callie had never meant for “The Roommate from Hell,” a diarylike practice piece for FM magazine, to be seen by anyone else’s eyes, let alone Vanessa’s? Would saving Vanessa from missing their Economics 10a exam—and from possibly flunking out of school—after she had overslept be enough to bridge the divide? Which mattered more: actions or words?

“Actions,” Callie accidentally blurted out loud.

“Talking to yourself again?” That smile that she loved so well shined down on her.

“Oops,” she said, wrapping her arms around him and resting her chin on his shoulder.

Suddenly Vanessa’s face lit up from across the room and she grinned. For a split second Callie’s heart stopped. Her hand rose to wave—

But then Tyler Green, whose exact status in relation to Vanessa (Boyfriend? Lover? Consecutive Hookup? Man/Arm Candy?) remained a mystery, sat down next to her, and Vanessa smiled at him—again—with her orthodontia-perfected teeth, tossing her strawberry blonde curls over her shoulder.

“Why the long face?”

“No reason,” Callie murmured, tearing her eyes away from Vanessa, who was laughing now and leaning in to Tyler. “Though, actually, I am a little parched. Would you mind—”

“Not at all,” he said. With one more parting kiss, he turned and started for the bar.

“Thanks,” she said, her gaze flicking back to the game room. Was it weird to feel jealous of Tyler?

While for the time being her fights with Vanessa had ceased, there was also no more giggling about the adventures of the day, lying head to feet on Vanessa’s twin bed. There were no more wonky witticisms from the Vanessa Von Vorhees School of Thought on how to dress for class (or mostly how not to dress, in Callie’s case) and “capture” a potential husband. No more nine-thirty breakfast buddy (Mimi was never conscious before noon, while Dana tended to rise before the ungodly hour of seven); no more spontaneous dance parties or spontaneous “shopping” trips through Le Closet de Vanessa; no more GChatting in Lamont Library or in class even though they were sitting right next to each other; and no more safety net in any given 911 social situation.

Yes, she had a boyfriend now—a perfect boyfriend, she thought, watching him lean up against the bar while he waited for their drinks—but still no wingman, no Goose to her Maverick, no one with whom she could navigate this new college world of firsts. . . .

At that moment Mimi zoomed past her and into the game room, where she jumped onto the pool table and started shaking a bottle of champagne that she had most likely “borrowed” from the bar. Callie laughed and shook her head. Nobody was more fabulous than Mimi, but Callie had difficulty considering her a best friend because she operated on an entirely different wavelength, always seeming to speak her own private language (in addition to the five other foreign tongues she was fluent in, including her native French).

Callie had an even tougher time relating to Dana, though the studious, staunchly moralistic girl was lovable in her own way. But Dana rarely had time for anything other than class, the library, and church with her chaste semi-boyfriend, Adam, and would never last more than five minutes at a party like this. Callie cracked a smile, picturing Dana storming out in a tangled huff of bulky white sheets and disapproving glares. In fact, she and Mimi had tried to convince Dana to join them that evening but, even in spite of their well-meaning yet slightly disingenuous references to ancient Rome and “tradition” (reality looked a lot more like cocktails, keg stands, and flashes of colorful undergarments from beneath an even more colorful array of togas), Dana had still refused.

Callie propped herself against the banister at the base of the stairs and sighed. Even though she and her high school BFF, Jessica Stanley, were downright religious about their weekly e-mail updates, something was still lost in translation between the billion miles separating Harvard from Stanford. There was no easy way to convey, for example, how even in the middle of a crowd, Callie still sometimes felt so alone, or how even with invitations to many of the most exclusive events on campus, she still sometimes felt uninvited.

And then there were some things that she felt reluctant to put in writing—like the ginormous mess she had made of last semester, from her botched friendship with Vanessa to her first B (ever) to getting cut from FM magazine in the final round.

She had only herself to blame for those particular disasters, and even the things that were seemingly beyond her control could not be blamed entirely on others, like:

a) the secret sex tape her diabolical ex-boyfriend, Evan, had made in high school, and

b) the way said tape had fallen into the hands of her arch nemesis and former FM COMP director, campus queen bee, Alexis Thorndike, who

c) had then used the tape to coerce Callie into doing her bidding for months.

She, Callie, had put her trust in the wrong person (Evan) for too many years (two). And she, Callie, had been too quick to bend to Lexi’s will, doing whatever the older girl asked out of fear that she would expose the tape. Now that Callie had neutralized the threat by coming clean to the entire school in an article for the Harvard Crimson, hindsight was twenty-twenty. What had seemed like the worst that could happen had happened, and the fallout—so far little more than the odd sideways glance or sudden silence when she walked into a room of particularly catty Pudding girls—had been far more manageable than she ever could have imagined.

Callie craned her neck, but she couldn’t see Lexi anywhere, not even gossiping at the top of the staircase or on one of the upstairs balconies where she often presided over a party with her entourage of fellow juniors. That had to be the best perk to coming clean: two blissful, Lexi-free weeks and counting.

No, false: the best perk was walking toward her now, two drinks in hand.

“To putting the past in the past,” she said, taking a glass and raising it—staring into the set of eyes that made forgetting everything very, very easy.

“To the future,” he agreed.

She clinked her cup against his and then took a sip. The future did seem promising. She had learned just as much from her mistakes last year re: friendship, love, and making the right choices as she had inside the classroom from some of the most esteemed professors on Harvard University’s payroll. This semester, with new classes, a new COMP director who didn’t already hate her guts, renewed friendships or just new ones, and best of all, a new boyfriend, what could possibly go wrong, except—

Whoa—the toga knotted at her back felt loose and started to slip—

Her drink spilled as she reached for the sheet, and she knew, just knew, that in one more second she would be standing in front of the entire population of one of Harvard’s elite secret societies and their guests in only her bra and underwear—

“Easy there, I got you.” His hands were steady, holding the sheet together at the base of her back.

She breathed an enormous sigh. “What would I do without you?”

He laughed. “Go naked in public?”

“Hey!” she cried, swatting him.

“Hold still now, Andrews,” he admonished her. “This should only take a minute.”

“You’re only ten weeks late.”

“I know, but I’m here now,” he said, taking a step forward, “and I want to talk about what happened.”

“What’s taking so long back there?” she asked, trying to peer behind her at the knots securing the sheet.

“I changed my mind,” he said. In one hand he held her toga together while the other slid around her waist and pulled her into him.

“It’s too late.” The words nearly choked her.

“But what if I have something that might change your mind?” His hand moved to his pocket again, reaching into the place where he kept his cigarettes.

“Why don’t we go home now,” he murmured, his lips grazing her ear, “and I can help you take this off instead?”

His resolve appeared unshaken as he pulled not cigarettes but a small white piece of paper from his coat. Worn and folded over several times, the paper rested in the palm of his hand.

“Very tempting . . .” Her fingers traced the lines on the palm of his hand. “But I think I’d prefer to make it out of here without flashing anyone.”

“If you say so,” he said, chuckling and pulling the corners of the sheet nice and tight. “All set.”

“Thank you!” she cried, whirling around and kissing him. Keeping her arms looped behind his neck, she tilted her face and looked at him.

“What?” he said, his easy smile spreading into a grin.

“Nothing,” she insisted, standing on her tiptoes to kiss him again. “I’m just so glad . . . that you’re you!”

He laughed, letting go of her waist. “Well, who else would I be?”

Gregory stared at Callie, still kneeling next to the love seat where she sat with Clint in the Cambridge Queen’s Head Pub. “I have to talk to you,” he repeated, his eyes never leaving her face.

She shook herself. “Now?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Everything all right, man?” Clint asked, glancing between them.

“Yeah,” said Gregory. “Yes,” he repeated, as if registering his friend and teammate’s presence for the first time. “Sorry to interrupt. Just need to borrow . . . It’s about . . . class.” He gave Callie an imploring look. She said nothing but continued to stare, marveling at how much Gregory, whom she had never known to be without half a dozen sarcastic comments or biting comebacks, seemed to be struggling with his words. Besides, classes hadn’t even started yet.

“Would you mind . . . ah, coming outside with me?” he said, tilting his head toward the door.

Outside? It was the end of January in Cambridge, i.e., minus a billion degrees. “Um . . .”

“Need a smoke,” he muttered quickly. “Keep me company . . . please?”

“Fine,” she said suddenly, grabbing the ugly green poufy jacket that her father had given her. “I’ll be right back,” she added, leaning in to kiss Clint lightly on the lips.

Gregory turned abruptly, shaking a cigarette out of his pack.

“Take your time,” said Clint. “I’ll be here.”

Outside, the fountain in front of the Science Center had run dry, its edges rimmed with snow and ice. Above them, branches bent spindly and sinister, casting shadows on the pale ground under the cloudy, starless sky. Callie shivered.

“You cold?” Gregory asked, pulling his cigarette from where he’d tucked it behind his ear.

“What do you want?” she retorted.

“I want to talk to you,” he said, sparking his lighter.

“Yes, clearly, but what do you want?”

“I want . . .” Frowning, he took a long drag and exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I want to talk to you about Harvard-Yale.”

A derisive noise escaped her lips. “You’re only ten weeks late.”

“I know, but I’m here now,” he said, taking a step forward, “and I want to talk about what happened. I mean about what happened after.”

“You mean when I woke up alone in a hotel room and you were gone—or the part where you were completely silent over the break?”

“Callie,” said Gregory, tossing his cigarette aside. “I think there was a serious misunderstanding.” As he spoke, he reached into his pocket.

“So you didn’t have a—ah—threesome the second we got back to school?”

His hand froze. “Yes, but that was only after—”

“After you’d already been through everyone else in the greater Boston area?” she interrupted hotly. “Or before the fresh batch of transfer students arrived?”

“Oh, and you’re so perfect!” he snapped. “Or at least that’s what you’re letting Clint think, isn’t it? He doesn’t have any idea, does he, about what happened between us?”

“We were on a break,” Callie said, her voice trembling like the lid on a pot about to boil over.

“Really?” asked Gregory. “Because I’m not so sure he sees it that way, and I think your not telling him makes him look like a—”

“Don’t you dare talk to me about him!” Callie exploded. “Don’t even speak his name. You could never in a million years be half the boyfriend that he is!”

Gregory recoiled as if she had slapped him.

“I’m sorry,” she said, horror-struck. “I don’t know where that—I mean—I know it’s not relevant. . . .”

“Isn’t it, though?” His eyes burned the color of cold blue flames.

“Well, it’s not like you ever wanted”—she inhaled sharply, unable to remember when she’d forgotten to breathe—“to be my boyfriend.”

White powder was sticking to his dark hair. When did it start to snow? she wondered, noticing suddenly that she was shaking uncontrollably. Her knees knocked together—because it was freezing, and because she was angry, and because no matter what she did her legs would always feel weak when he was around. He breathed in deeply and then exhaled slowly.

“You’re right,” he said finally.

Am I?

“I’m not good enough. Not like Clint, anyway.”

She waited for him to say more, to admit that he had wanted to be her boyfriend—or to laugh in her face at the very idea. But he just stood there, looking at her, and suddenly she realized: it was true. He wasn’t good enough. At least not based on his past actions: the threesome and all the girls, abandoning her after Harvard-Yale, and even now in his inability to come out and say how he really felt, whether it was all part of a game or because he honestly didn’t know what he wanted enough to put it into words.

Callie could remember like it was yesterday when her mother used to constantly quote her therapist during the divorce: A woman can’t change a man; he can only change himself. Maybe one day Gregory would change, but it would be a colossal mistake to believe that she could be the agent of that change. And so Callie sighed and, pained by the dejected look on his face, said:

“You will be one day, for the right girl.”

Gregory took another step forward. “What if I’m already looking at her?”

“Then I would say . . .” Callie swallowed, shaking her head. “It’s too late.” The words nearly choked her. “Clint and I are back together.” She was 100 percent confident in her decision, so why did voicing it feel so terrible?

“But what if I have something that might change your mind?” His hand moved to his pocket again, reaching into the place where he kept his cigarettes.

What if . . . Suddenly it felt like every molecule in her body was on fire, aching to know what he had to say. And then, just like that, her blood ran cold and she knew. Nothing could erase his actions, and: “Nothing you could say would change my mind. I chose—I choose Clint.”

His resolve appeared unshaken as he pulled—not cigarettes—but a small white piece of paper from his coat. Worn and folded over several times, the paper rested in the palm of his hand. She thought that perhaps, whatever it was, he planned to give it to her. But instead he stared straight into her eyes, his expression unreadable.

“You’re happy, aren’t you,” he said after what felt like an eternity had passed.

Not at this precise moment, but . . .

“With him,” he clarified. “You’re happy with . . . Clint.”

Slowly she nodded.

“You should get back inside, then.”

She hesitated.

“Go,” he said.

And so she went, down the stairs to where it was warm and where Clint was waiting for her, resolved never to look back.

If she had, she would have seen Gregory standing in the snow, lighter in hand, flicking the silver cap back and forth. Once, twice, and then, on the third try, it caught. The flames licked up and consumed the tiny piece of paper in his hand until it was too hot to hold, and he dropped it, watching it flutter to the ground. For a moment it continued to burn until, charred and forgotten, it turned to ash in the snow.

“ROME IS ON FIRE!” OK yelled. “ROME IS ON— Oh, bloody hell,” he muttered, realizing that nothing he said could make Callie stop kissing—

“Clint!” Mimi called, separating them. “It is time to go,” she continued, spinning Callie around and pushing her toward the door.

“But it’s not even midnight!” OK cried.

“Not you, Cinder-poppins,” said Mimi, shaking her head. “Mais elle. I have promised to make her leave before high noon.”

“Right,” said Callie, without bothering to correct her. “Crimson COMP starts tomorrow at nine A.M., sharp.”

“Oh, l’humanité,” Mimi muttered.

“I’ll just get my coat,” said Clint, starting for the door.

“Bah-bah-bah!” Mimi tutted loudly, grabbing the back of his toga. “She also made me promise to make certain she left alone.”

“Oh, the humanity,” Clint intoned. “I’m just going to walk her home,” he added.

“I have heard that one before,” Mimi said, releasing his toga nonetheless. “Just be gone by the time I am home. Wait. Who knows when that will be, least of all moi-même. . . . Voyons en suite; in twenty minutes I am calling Dana and I am telling her to get the hose.”

Callie laughed. Clint shook his head and then followed her outside.

When they were in front of Wigglesworth, Callie leaned against the entryway. For the hundredth time that night he kissed her but, like every other time that night, it still felt like the first time.

“Thank you,” she said when they finally broke apart.

“For what?” he asked. “Walking you home—but not coming up?”

“For choosing me,” she said, standing on the top step and resting her hands on the lapels of his coat.

“Choosing you?” he repeated, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiled. “Over who—all the other applicants?”

“Yes,” she said solemnly. “Over anyone else you could have had.”

“It was never a choice for me,” he answered. “You had me at ‘I’m sorry I just spilled coffee all over your sweater.’”

Callie beamed and kissed him one last time before sending him off into the night. Maybe he hadn’t fully had her in the beginning, but there was no doubt about it that he had her now.

The next morning Callie lingered in the foyer of the Harvard Crimson’s headquarters, staring down the hall that terminated in the stairs leading to the second floor offices, including those for Fifteen Minutes magazine. Lexi was probably up there now, putting the fear of God into this semester’s round of hopefuls. Taking a deep breath, Callie turned right. Grace Lee, the managing editor who had helped Callie publish her article about the tape, stood at the front of the room with the other staff members, including Callie’s closest guy friend, Matt Robinson. Quickly Callie joined the other COMPers, who were arranged among the gray desks and computers.

The second hand of the clock on the wall ticked into the twelve position and the minute hand shivered up to nine. Everyone drew quiet without Grace having to summon their attention. “I’ll keep this short and sweet, people.” She spoke in a clipped tone. “You do what we ask when we ask you. And now, to introduce you to the people who do the asking, we’re going to split into small groups. Business Board,” she barked. “You’re in the conference room. Graphic design and photography are upstairs at the end of the hall—make a right, not a left, or you’ll find yourself interrupting FM magazine and at the mercy of their COMP director. Incidentally, all those interested in joining the magazine, leave now and go up to where you belong. Writers and editorial, you stay down here with me.”

Nobody moved. Grace exchanged a knowing look with the editors on either side of her. “What do you people think the word daily under our byline means? Anyone?” She surveyed the room. “It means that we have to put out a paper every, single day. So move!”

This time they moved. From the front Matt winked at Callie. She chanced a tiny wave in return. “Now,” Grace said when everyone had settled, “the newest members of our editorial staff will be coming around to get you set up on the computers. Use your last name followed by your first initial for the log-in, and then pick a password.”

Callie smiled and motioned to Matt, who quickly materialized by her side. She sat in front of a computer, and he perched next to her on the edge of the desk.

“In the meantime,” Grace continued, “I’m going to tell you about a new feature that we’ve added to the paper this semester: the FlyBy blog. The FlyBy blog will be an exclusively online source for more-than-daily campus news, oddities, and . . . gossip.” She grimaced when she said the last word, almost like it had caused a foul taste.

“How is that different from FM?” called out a sophomore boy Callie recognized as also having been cut from the magazine last semester.

“It’s not that different,” said Grace, a tiny spark in her eye. “In fact, it’s very similar to the magazine—only better.” She grinned wolfishly. “Or it will be soon. That part is up to you. Since this division of the paper is new, we’ve decided for now to allow any staff member to post an article, or even a string of recurring columns, to the blog, to get a feel for what works—including COMPers.”

Excited murmurs and glances filled the room. COMPers, as Callie knew all too well from her experience at FM, normally weren’t allowed to do anything. At least not write anything that would ever see the light of day—they were certainly encouraged to do lots of coffee fetching, Red Bull buying, grunt work, and staying until 2 A.M. writing practice articles, and then editing and re-editing until someone came around and yelled at them for doing it wrong, at which point they were expected to edit some more.

And I signed on to do this again? Callie thought. I must be nuts.

“Of course, anything you attempt to post will be subject to my administrative approval,” Grace added. “But with that said I do encourage all of you to take this opportunity to publish online and start building a readership. Now I’ll leave you in the capable hands of our newest staff members”—Callie grinned at Matt—“who will familiarize you with our basic systems and software. Then we’ll reconvene in twenty to discuss your first assignments.”

“How cool is Grace?” Callie asked Matt as she turned on her computer.

“She is . . . the coolest,” Matt agreed. Leaning over her, he pulled up the home page for the Crimson’s internal website.

“Are you going to go for it?” she asked.

“Oh—gee—wow. You know, I don’t know because she’s, like, my boss, and I don’t know if—”

“I meant your own column on FlyBy,” Callie said with a small smile.

“Oh, yeah—I knew that,” he said, turning away so Callie could key in a password. “And the answer is that I’m not sure—about the column, of course,” he mused. “My regular workload is going to keep me pretty busy. It’d be a great chance for you to get your stuff out there, though. Maybe you could even reuse some of the pieces that you wrote for FM?”

“Interesting idea,” Callie murmured, and it was—at least compared to the alternative, which was burning them, along with everything else that Alexis Thorndike had ever touched. Though technically—she thought as she and Matt pulled up the FlyBy page and started skimming an article about some nerd who had built a tracker back in 1999 that could determine Natalie Portman’s exact location on campus for his CS-50 final project—that purging process included Clint.

Blegh. She shivered. She preferred, when possible, to block out the disturbing little factoid that he and Lexi had dated.

“So sorry I’m late,” a low alto trilled as its owner breezed into the room. Every single head turned to look. It was like somebody had cued the opening credits to Baywatch, and Alessandra Constantine—the frustratingly gorgeous sophomore transfer student and sometimes bedfellow of one Gregory Bolton—bounced in, her tousled dark curls unfurling behind her as if she had her own invisible wind machine. She may as well have been wearing a red bikini instead of a red sweater, the way every man in the room was staring at her now. Grace watched her, too, but her expression appeared scornful rather than stupefied. “Somebody . . .” Grace said, waving her hands toward Alessandra like she was a spill that needed mopping.

“We’ll do it!” Matt cried, his hand rocketing skyward. Callie restrained an eye-roll. Seriously? Was she really that good-looking? Gregory certainly seemed to think so, and Matt, even though the Gregory factor of that equation essentially meant that Matt didn’t stand a chance—

“Hi, you two,” Alessandra said, sitting in front of the free computer next to them and grinning with her full, pouty lips. “We need to create a log-in name and a password, right?” As she spoke, she leaned in toward the monitor, reminding them exactly how apt Callie’s private nickname for her was: Perky Boobs.

If cartoon bubbles could materialize in real life, Matt’s would currently read, Durrh. . . .

Please, spare us the drool, Callie thought, actually rolling her eyes. Reaching over to Alessandra’s keyboard, she typed in her new username. Then, she pulled up the Crimson home page and clicked on the link to set up a new account, as Matt had done for her five minutes earlier. Alessandra watched closely, hoping perhaps that appearing rapt with attention could atone for her lateness.

“Fast learner.” Matt nodded at Callie.

She grinned. “Only with computers,” she said wryly. As for the other stuff—friendship, love, and making the right choices —well, we’re getting there.

Slowly but surely she was getting there.





Chapter Two
The View from the Inside

[image: ]

Feb 3 Behind the Ivy-Covered Walls

6:49PM By THE IVY INSIDER

Last week FM magazine published an article glorifying various “(in)famous” parties on campus. The five events featured are all hosted by one of eight male Final Clubs: institutions that often weather accusations of elitism, sexism, and “just plain dumb.” Even though the article purports to be “your guide to getting in,” it’s no secret that 85 percent of students on this campus will never be allowed through the doors.

So what really goes on behind the ivy-covered walls? It’s initiation season here at Harvard, and rumors are proliferating while odd events occur across campus. On Tuesday during Shopping Period several female students were spotted wearing mustaches to class. On Wednesday a group of male sophomores performed a synchronized dance in drag to a Katy Perry song on the steps of Memorial Church. But are these arguably lighthearted pranks indicative of what transpires in private away from the public eye?

Not according to a recent blog post on FM’s write-in advice page, where an anonymous student from the class of 2013 asks: “Dear Lexi: One of my roommates came back from a Final Club initiation event with cigarette burns all over his arm. None of the rest of us made it into a club this year, and he refused to tell us what happened. Should we be concerned?” Contrary to the advice proffered by the editors at FM, the answer is yes.

Given the recent publicity surrounding an X-rated video created on a high school dare (ref: “Sex, Lies, and Videotape: The Story of an Initiation Gone Awry” at www.thecrimson.com), it seems unlikely that clubs will enforce previously documented rituals requiring initiates to snap cell phone photographs of a female in flagrante. However, it’s anyone’s guess as to what the mob mentality will produce next.

In the meantime, spring punch season is about to begin at the Hasty Pudding social club. Despite an age- and gender-neutral admit policy, this private institution still caters to a predominantly white, trust-fund-wealthy faction of the student body and should be considered anything but progressive. Stay tuned for an insider’s look at the rules and values underlying their punch process and what happens at 2 Garden Street, their independently owned building beyond college control. Shocking secrets may soon come to light that could force even the university—officially disaffiliated with the Final Clubs since 1984, when the organizations refused to go coeducational in accordance with Title IX legislation—to stand up and take notice.





“Next up we have Penelope Vandemeer, also from New York, New York,” Anne Goldberg, secretary, said as she clicked to a new slide of the PowerPoint presentation she was currently delivering in the living room of the Hasty Pudding social club. “Deerfield alum, like yours truly, and at least half the board,” she added, the corners of her mouth curling up—quite demonstrative, given her usual frosty demeanor—like she had just referenced a hilarious inside joke.

“The family has a gorgeous estate in Palm Beach, not to mention the house on the Cape,” a girl, one of the Deerfield alums, chimed in. “One week in January she had her father fly half the sophomore class down to Florida for the weekend—in their jet.”

Anne nodded. “I think we can all agree that she certainly has a lot to offer?”

“Second!” called Tyler, Clint’s roommate and president of the club (in addition to Vanessa’s Man-Candy-Consecutive-Whatever), over from where he lay stretched across a chaise lounge.

“Third!” cried OK, which earned him an elevated eyebrow from Mimi, who was perched next to him on the windowsill. “What?” he muttered. “Look at her. Blond and plump: just my type.” Mimi smirked and flicked her dark brown hair over her shoulder.

“A show of hands from the board only, please.” The speaker, whose sweet, clear voice rang from the front row of folding chairs set up for the occasion, didn’t even need to turn her head of flawless chestnut curls in order to command the room.

Alexis Thorndike.

Callie stifled a yawn. She, along with thirty-odd members of the club who were cycling in and out depending on their class schedules, had been cooped up in the living room for hours discussing the list of potential punches for that spring. Everyone had already submitted—anonymously via the secure website HPpunch.com—the names of students whom they thought would be “a good fit, and would uphold the standards and style of our organization.” Then Anne had compiled that list and used her résumé-perfect proficiency at Microsoft Office applications, with the aid of photos lifted from Facebook, to create a presentation. Callie couldn’t wait to get to class, and not just because it was the first official week of courses now that Shopping Period had drawn to a close.

“It’s settled, then,” Anne agreed with Lexi, as good sidekicks always do. She made a check on her clipboard. “Next!” she chirped, clicking her way to the subsequent slide. “Chip Scooner Hallisburg the third of Gladwyne, Pennsylvania,” she continued, followed by a summary of why he had been overlooked the previous fall.

Callie turned to Clint, who was sitting next to her on a couch in the back by the piano, and gave him a look that clearly read: When is this going to be over? He squeezed her thigh. “Hang in there, kiddo,” he murmured as a heated debate about inbreeding, Quakerism, and unibrows was brewing.

“You said this was supposed to be the ‘fun’ part,” Callie muttered.

“But there’s an easy solution here, and we all know what that is,” Brittney, a sophomore who made her namesake on Glee look like a genius, cried. “MANSCAPING. How else do you think I got rid of the nickname Tarantula Arms back in middle school?”

Clint tilted his head, glancing at Callie from underneath his long, light brown lashes.

“Okay, maybe a little,” Callie conceded. “But still—”

“Ahem.” someone cleared her throat from the front of the room.

Callie dropped her voice to a whisper. “Doesn’t the whole thing make you kind of—I don’t know—uncomfortable?”

“Which part?” he whispered back. Anne checked yes on Chip (inbreeding for the win!) and clicked to the next slide.

“Never seen her before, but she’s pretty cute,” a guy called from the piano bench.

“Eh,” said another senior Callie had never spoken to. “I give her a seven.”

“No,” countered the other, “at least an eight.”

Callie shook her head, then whispered, “The way they’re blatantly ranking people based on looks, or money, or what else they can ‘bring’ to the club—”

Anne glared at her from the front of the room. “Show of hands, please?”

Clint shrugged and whispered back, “How else would you have them do it? GPA? Hours of community service?”

Callie stared at him.

“I’m just saying,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I think it’s flawed as much as you do, but this is the way it’s always been done— Hey! That guy Dudley,” he suddenly called as Anne clicked to the next slide, “is a sick squash player. Sophomore walk-on and already starting at third. Definitely gets my vote.”

He turned back to Callie. “What’s wrong?” he murmured, twining his fingers through hers.

“Nothing . . . I’m just wondering, I guess, um, what they said—about me?” She cringed, bracing herself.

“Cutest freshman on campus, hilarious but usually not because she means to be on purpose, killer smile, awesome eyes, sharp as a whip, and has excellent taste in men.”

“No way!” She leaned into him, smiling a little. “Really?”

“Well, no,” he said, throwing an arm around her shoulders. “You weren’t in the slide show because nobody had any idea who you were before I punched you in secret, remember?”

Right. Great. Though perhaps anonymity was preferable to being talked about, if today’s discussion was any indication. Good thing she had already made it into the club early first semester, lest her slide read: Callie Andrews—Boyfriend Stealer; Sex Tape Maker; Failed Candidate for FM magazine; Parental Income Tax Bracket: 28%; Current Bank Account Balance: $32.50 . . .

The sharp sound of a wolf whistle cut across the room. Alessandra Constantine’s face filled the giant projector screen.

“Smokin’,” said the boy on the piano bench.

“An eleven out of ten,” concurred Mr. I-give-her-a-seven.

“What’s her phone number, and where can I find her?” another called.
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