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The bass was hitting so hard I could feel it in my sternum. It was competing with my heartbeat for dominance in my chest. I stood in the corner of Jake's kitchen, red beer cup warming in my hand, watching the usual chaos unfold, someone attempting a keg stand by the sliding doors, a group playing beer pong on the warped folding table, bodies packed shoulder to shoulder in that specific college party density where personal space becomes a forlorn luxury.
Sarah crowded beside me, or at least she had been thirty seconds ago. She'd tucked herself against my side the way she always did at these things, small enough that she fit perfectly under my arm, quiet enough that most people forgot she was there until she spoke.
We'd been together eight months, since February of sophomore year, and parties still weren't her scene. Or mine, if I'm being honest.
But I knew Jake, and Jake insisted, taunting me saying Sarah and I were at risk of marrying off and hiding away.
“There he is!"
The voice boomed across the kitchen somehow cutting through the music, through the dozen overlapping conversations. I saw heads turn toward the back door, saw the crowd part like some Biblical sea.
Julius stepped through. Of course it was Julius. Six-foot-four, shoulders that barely fit through doorframes, the kind of natural charisma that made everyone in his orbit feel like they were part of something important.
Starting linebacker, business major, the guy who knew everyone and who everyone wanted to know. His laugh was legendary, a deep, infectious sound that made you want to laugh along even if you'd missed the joke.
I felt Sarah tense beside me, then relax. "Oh my God, Julius is here," she said to no one, and there was something in her voice I couldn't read. Excitement? Relief? Some kind of fear?
She was already moving away from me, weaving through the crowd. "Julius!" She jumped a little, waving for him. His face lit up when he spotted her coming through the crowd.
"Sarah! No fucking way!" He pushed through the last few people separating them, and then she was grinning up at him, the kind of smile I didn't see on her face very often at parties. “I didn't know you got out.”
They knew each other. Somehow, my girlfriend of eight months knew Julius well enough for that kind of greeting, and I was just learning about it now in Jake's overcrowded kitchen.
Before I could process that, before I could even start to form the question, Julius laughed that trademark laugh and bent down in front of her. In one smooth motion, he had Sarah up and over his shoulder in a fireman's carry.
She squealed, something I'd never heard her do, and half-heartedly swatted at his back. "Julius! Put me down!"
"Not a chance. We gotta talk about something.” He turned, Sarah draped over his shoulder like a gym bag, and his eyes found me for the first time. The grin didn't falter.
"Hey man, I'll bring her back down good as new. Promise."
The kitchen erupted in laughter. Someone whooped. Jake, appearing from nowhere with a bottle of Jameson, clapped Julius on the shoulder.
"That's what I'm talking about! Julius in the house!”
I stood there, cup in hand, mouth hanging open like an idiot. Sarah caught my eye from her upside-down hang. She shrugged and gave me a helpless little grin, like what could she possibly do? Like this was just Julius being Julius, and who could say no to Julius?
“I… " I started, but my voice disappeared into the noise. Julius was already moving fast, carrying her toward the stairs. The crowd parted again, people calling out greetings, Julius responding to each one without breaking stride. Sarah's hands steadied herself against his lower back. I watched her dark hair swing down with each of his steps.
They disappeared around the corner and up the staircase to the second floor. To the bedrooms.
The laughter continued for a few seconds more, then faded back into the general din of the party. I stood still, my brain trying to catch up with what had just happened. The whole interaction had lasted maybe forty-five seconds, start to finish.
"Another beer?" I turned. Jake was there, holding out a fresh cup. His expression was neutral, but I knew him well enough to see the discomfort around his eyes.
"I'm good," I said automatically.
"Cool, cool." He didn't move away. Someone called his name from the living room, but he ignored it.
"So, uh. How you doing, man?"
"Fine. Why wouldn't I be fine?"
Jake's jaw worked like he was chewing on his words. "Right. Yeah. Just... you know Julius and Sarah are tight, right? Like, they go way back."
"Apparently." The word came out harder than I intended. "She never mentioned him.”
"Huh." Jake took a long pull from the Jameson bottle. "That's... huh."
Across the kitchen, I noticed two girls I vaguely recognized from Sarah's dorm. They were looking at me, heads tilted together, whispering. When they saw me notice, they quickly looked away, but one of them, the blonde with the nose ring, glanced back with something that looked uncomfortably like pity.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, half expecting it to be Sarah, but it was just a group chat notification. Nothing from her.
I checked our message thread. The last text was from three hours ago: ready whenever you are with a smiley face.
"They're probably just talking," Jake said. "You know, school and shit."
"Right. Talking." I looked at the ceiling as if I could see through it to whatever was happening on the second floor. “I guess that's why he had to carry her up there."
“Julius is just... he's like that with everybody. Big personality, you know?"
"Yeah." I set my cup down on the counter. "I should probably…”
"Give it a minute," Jake said quickly. His hand moved like he might grab my arm, before he thought better of it.
"Seriously, man. You don't want to be that guy."
"That guy?"
"The jealous boyfriend who can't handle his girl having guy friends. Trust me, it's not a good look."
I stared at him. Jake had been my friend since freshman year. We'd stayed up until four studying for organic chemistry together. We got drunk together. He was supposed to be my buddy.
"How long have they known?” I asked.
"Known what?"
“Each other.”
He looked away, focusing on something over my shoulder. "They were hanging out in the library before winter break. I saw them go together.”
The kitchen seemed to tilt.
"Together?”
"I mean, I don't know what happened. Maybe nothing happened. But they left together, and..." He trailed off, running a hand through his hair.
"Look, I figured you knew. I figured that's just how your guys' relationship worked or something. Open, or whatever."
“Open? We're not open for fuck sakes. What does that even mean?”
"Oh." Jake took another drink. "Shit. Okay. Well. Maybe it was nothing."
"You said they left together."
"Yeah, but that doesn't necessarily mean…”
“Where to? Before winter break? So months ago." I was doing the math in my head. "Sarah and I started dating in February. February tenth."
"So that was before you guys were official.”
"We'd been seeing each other since November, Jake. We were exclusive since Thanksgiving."
The information settled between us. I watched him process it, watched his face shift from uncomfortable to genuinely distressed. “Well fuck," he said to himself.
Someone cranked the music louder. More people had arrived and the kitchen was even more packed now, the air thick with competing colognes and the yeasty smell of spilled beer. A girl in a crop top squeezed between us, apologizing, trying to get to the fridge. The party continued, indifferent.
I checked my phone again. Still nothing from Sarah. It had been maybe five minutes since Julius carried her upstairs. Five minutes that felt like an hour. Five minutes that felt like nothing at all.    
I pushed off from the counter. "I'm gonna go check on her."
"Dude, seriously, just let it…”
But I was already moving, weaving through the bodies. The logical part of my brain, the part that still functioned, knew this looked pathetic. I knew I was about to become exactly what Jake had warned me about. But the rest of me, the part currently in control, didn't care how I looked.
I made it to the hallway. The stairs were right there, just past the bathroom. Someone was coming down, a girl I didn't recognize, adjusting her skirt. She gave me a quick smile and disappeared into the crowd.
I put my foot on the first step. "Yo! There he is!" An arm slung around my shoulders, heavy and familiar. Tyler, one of the other guys who lived there, pulled me into a one-armed hug that somehow turned me completely around, away from the stairs.
"Where you been hiding, brother? Come do a shot with us."
"I was just…”
"Nah, nah, you gotta meet these girls. They're in Sarah's psychology class. They were just asking about you."
He was steering me back toward the kitchen, his grip friendly but firm.
"Hey, Amanda! This is the guy I was telling you about!"
Two girls looked up from their phones. One of them, Amanda, I guess, smiled politely.
"Oh, hey."
"Tyler said you're pre-med?" the other one asked.
"I, yeah, but I need to… "
“That's so cool. My brother's in med school at Hopkins. Do you know what you want to specialize in?"
Tyler still had his arm around my shoulders. When I tried to turn back toward the stairs, his grip tightened. Not painful. But present. “
He hasn't decided yet," Tyler answered for me. "But he's got time, you know? Sophomore year, lots of options still. Speaking of options, you ladies want to see the basement? We just set up a projector down there. Absolutely massive screen." "
Maybe later," Amanda said, already losing interest.
Tyler laughed like she'd said something hilarious. "I'll hold you to that. Hey man, help me grab some ice from the garage real quick?"
"I don't think… "
"It'll take two seconds. Come on." He was already walking, and somehow I was walking with him, through the kitchen, toward the side door that led to the garage. I glanced back at the stairs. Still empty. How long had it been now? Seven minutes? Ten?
The garage was cold and cluttered with the accumulated junk of four college guys: bikes, a broken futon, cases of beer stacked against the far wall.
Tyler closed the door behind us, muffling the party noise. "There's ice in the kitchen freezer," I said.
"Yeah, I know." He leaned against the door, arms crossed. "Look, man. You seem cool. Sarah seems cool. I don't want to get in the middle of anything."
"Then don't."
"But you don't want to go up there right now."
The words hung in the cold air. I could see my breath. "Why not?" I asked, though I wasn't sure I wanted the answer.
Tyler looked uncomfortable. "Because Julius is... Julius has a thing. And when he has a thing with someone, it's kind of his thing, you know? Like, that's his space up there.”
"His space."
"Yeah. His room, his business. We just... we stay out of it."
"And Sarah is his business “now Tyler laughed "I'm not saying that. I'm just saying that going up there, trying to interrupt, it's not cool.”
"Is this something that happens a lot? Julius bringing girlfirends upstairs and everyone just... letting it happen?"
"I mean, Julius is Julius. Girls like him. He's got game."
"Does he bring Sarah up there a lot?" The question came out sharper than I intended.
Tyler winced. "I don't keep track of his schedule, man. I'm just saying, give it some time. They're probably just talking. Catching up. And even if they're not..." He paused.
"Even if they're not, what are you gonna do? Kick down his door? Make a scene?"
"She's my girlfriend."
"Is she though?" The words hit like a slap.
Tyler seemed to realize what he'd said, because he immediately held up his hands. "Shit, sorry. That came out wrong. I just mean... look, from what I've seen, what I've heard, Sarah and Julius have history. Like, serious history. Before you. But that's between you and her. What I do know is that starting shit with Julius at a party in his own house is not gonna work out great.”
The door behind Tyler opened and we both turned. It was Chris, another  roommate, holding two bottles of vodka. "There you are. We need you for flip cup, Ty. Teams are getting uneven."
His eyes flicked to me, then back to Tyler. "Everything cool?"
"Yeah, man. Just talking. Be there in a sec."
Chris didn't move. He was blocking the doorway now, casually, like it was an accident, like he just happened to be standing in the exact spot that would make it difficult for me to get past.     
"I need to get back anyway," Chris said, still not moving. "Lot of people asking where the good stuff went."
He hefted the vodka bottles. "You coming, Ty?"
"Yeah behind you.”
Tyler pushed off from the door, clapped me on the shoulder as he passed. "Think about what I said, okay?"
They left together, the door swinging shut behind them.
I stood alone in the garage, surrounded by shadows and junk and the muted thump of bass from inside. Through the small window in the door, I could see people moving, laughing, living their Friday night without a care.
I pulled out my phone. Still nothing from Sarah. My fingers hovered over the keyboard. What would I even say? Where are you? Too desperate. Come find me? Too needy. What are you doing with Julius? Too accusatory, and maybe I didn't want to know the answer.
I pocketed the phone and went back inside. The party had somehow gotten even more crowded. I pushed through the kitchen keeping my eyes away from the stairs, and found a spot against the wall in the living room. From here I could see both the hallway and the front door.
I'd wait. She'd have to come down eventually. Fifteen minutes passed. Twenty. I nursed a warm beer. Jake appeared, caught my eye, looked away quickly and disappeared into the dining room. The two girls from earlier, the ones who'd been whispering, passed by, both glancing at me with that same pitying expression.
Twenty-five minutes. Then I heard it. Julius's laugh, carrying down the stairs, unmistakable.
My spine straightened. My hand crushed the cup , beer sloshing.
They appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Sarah's hair was perfect like she just brushed it. She'd been wearing red lipstick when Julius carried her up; I remembered noticing it in the kitchen, a deep red she saved for special occasions. She was wearing nude now.
Julius had his hand on the small of her back, guiding her down the steps and into the crowd. His other hand ran through his own hair, that satisfied gesture guys make after... after.
I pushed off the wall, moving toward them. Sarah saw me and her face did something complicated, guilt, maybe, or annoyance, or both. She said something to Julius I couldn't hear.
He looked at me, grinned, gave her ass a final pat, and let her go. She crossed to me, weaving through people. When she got close enough, she took my hand and smiled up at me like nothing had happened.
"Hey! Sorry, that took forever, didn’t it! Julius was telling me this stupid story about a spring break trip, it was this whole production.”
"Your lipstick's changed,” I said.
She touched her lips reflexively. "Oh. Yeah, changed it. It was getting all over everything." She laughed brightly. "You know how it is."
I didn't know how it was. I had no fucking idea how it was. "What were you guys doing up there?"
"Just talking! I told you, he was telling me about Cancun. They stayed at this insane resort, you would not believe it, hey, do you want to go outside? It's so hot in here. I'm dying."
She was already pulling me toward the living room, away from the stairs, away from Julius.
She went on chattering about nothing, filling the air with words that meant nothing. The resort had a swim-up bar. Julius did a parasailing thing. Some girl from Kappa Delta got sun poisoning.
We ended up in the living room where most of the furniture had been pushed to the walls to make a makeshift dance floor. A group had gathered around the watching someone play beer pong on the coffee table.
Sarah was still talking, something about jet skis now, and I was nodding like an automaton. Then I saw Julius settling into the big recliner in the corner, the throne, Jake once called it, the best seat in the house.
People naturally gravitated toward him, girls perching on the armrests, guys standing close. He was already launching into another story, something involving his spring training and the offensive coordinator. “…and then coach just loses it, right, he's screaming about the defense's formation…”
We were squeezing by. Sarah was mid-sentence about sunscreen or something, and Julius's hand reached out, caught her wrist gently.
“Mini me, you gotta hear this part." And he guided her down in one smooth motion, his hand sliding over her hip, turning her, settling her into his lap like it was the most natural thing in the world, like he'd done it a hundred times before.
Sarah's hand slipped out of mine. She looked back at me with that same helpless shrug, that same grin. What can you do? It's Julius.
I stood there while everyone's eyes were on Julius, waiting for him to continue his story. No one was looking at me. No one cared that my girlfriend was now sitting in the man's lap.
"Anyway," Julius continued, his arms draping around Sarah's waist, casual as anything, "coach is screaming, and Jenkins, you know Jenkins, right?, Jenkins just…”
Sarah shifted , getting comfortable, her back against his chest. One of his hands rested on her thigh, thumb moving across her skin. She was still looking at me, still with that grin, but even as I watched, her body began to relax into his.
Her spine curved. Her head tilted back. Then she turned away from me, rotating in his lap to face him, to hear the story better. Their faces were inches apart. She was looking at his mouth as he talked, her expression rapt, focused, laughing at something he said.
Her hand came up to rest on his shoulder, steadying herself. His arms tightened around her waist. I was invisible while standing three feet away, and I might as well have been on another planet.      
Someone handed me another beer. I took it automatically, not even sure who'd given it to me. The room felt too hot, too loud. I should leave, I thought. I should walk over there and tell Sarah we're going. I should do something more than stand here like a fucking statue. Don't be that guy, Jake had said. The jealous boyfriend who can't handle his girl having guy friends.
I took a drink. The beer was sour, cheap. Julius was talking about some play during practice, his voice carrying easily over the music. Sarah laughed at something, her whole body shaking with it. His arms stayed around her waist. They're just friends. He's like this with everyone. It doesn't mean anything. I repeated it in my head like a mantra and tried to believe it.
Couples had friends of the opposite sex all the time. It was normal, healthy, even. Sarah was allowed to have guy friends, guy friends she'd never mentioned, guy friends who carried her upstairs at parties and brought her back down with her lipstick freshly applied.
I drank more beer. “…and I swear to God, the dude just face-plants right there in the end zone…” The group around Julius erupted in laughter. Someone, I think one of the girls from the armrest, said something I couldn't hear.
Julius grinned, reached behind him, and pulled a throw blanket from the back of the recliner. “Goddamned cold in here, right?" He shook it out with one hand, the other still around Sarah's waist. He draped it over their laps, smoothing it down.
The blanket was big, one of those oversized fuzzy ones, covering them from waist down. Sarah's hands disappeared under it, adjusting it, or adjusting something. Her position shifted.
"Where was I?" Julius said. "Right, so Jenkins is face-down in the grass..." He kept talking. Sarah had gone very still in his lap, her head tilted down, looking at... what? The blanket? Something under it? Her eyes closed for just a second, and when they opened again, there was something different in her expression, something soft.
She snuggled back against his chest deeper than beforr, her shoulder blades pressed against him. One of his hands, the one that had been on her thigh, disappeared under the blanket.
I should have looked away, should have gone to get another drink, find Jake, do literally anything else. But I couldn't move.
“…and coach is just losing his mind, I mean completely red-faced.”
Under the blanket, there were small movements, subtle and slight. Sarah's breathing changed; I could see it in the rise and fall of her shoulders. Her lips parted. Julius kept talking, his voice steady and animated, telling his story like he didn't have my girlfriend in his lap, like his hand wasn't doing whatever it was doing under that blanket. The crowd was eating it up, laughing at the right moments, asking questions, completely oblivious or completely complicit, I couldn't tell which.
There was another shift. Sarah's hips moved maybe an inch, barely noticeable, but hen back again. An adjustment, maybe, except her eyes closed again for just a moment and her tongue touched her upper lip.
Julius's voice never wavered. “…so then the defensive coordinator comes over, and he's trying to calm coach down…”
More movement under the blanket, and less subtle now. Sarah's fingers were visible at the edge, gripping the fabric. Then they moved, slowly,, finding Julius's shirt just above where the blanket started. Her fingers scrunched into the material, knuckles white.
Her breath hitched, a small sound, barely audible over the music and the conversation, but I heard it, a quick inhale, almost a gasp. Her eyes flew open, wide, and she turned her head to look up at Julius. Their faces were so close, her eyes locked on his. His hand under the blanket shifted again and I could see the movement through the fabric.
Sarah's mouth opened but no sound came out. Julius grinned down at her for a fraction of a second, barely a pause in his story, then turned back to his audience like nothing happened. “…and I'm thinking, there's no way we're gonna run this play again, right? But coach, he's stubborn.”
Sarah's hand released his shirt. For a moment I thought she was going to push away, to stand up, to come back to me. But instead, her hand slid down, disappearing under the blanket entirely. Her arm moved, her shoulder shifting with whatever she was doing beneath that fuzzy blue fabric. Her other hand came up to his neck, fingers touching the skin just above his collar.
She wasn't looking at me anymore, she wasn't looking at anyone except him. Her body had turned almost completely now, curled into him, her face inches from his jaw. Julius laughed at something in his own story. His free hand, the one not under the blanket, came up to her back, fingers spreading across her shoulder blade.
I didn't bring it up, not later that night, not the next morning when we woke up tangled in bed, not during the lazy Sunday breakfast where she scrolled through Instagram while I pushed eggs around my plate.
I didn't know how to start that kind of conversation. What would I even say? Hey, so what exactly was happening under that blanket? And what if she told me something straight up? What if she looked me in the eye and said the words I'd been trying not to think?
Maybe I didn't want to know. Maybe not knowing was easier. Safer. So I let it sit there between us, this unspoken thing, growing heavier with each day I didn't mention it. By Saturday, I'd almost convinced myself I'd imagined the whole thing, maybe misread the situation, or overreacted like Jake warned me not to.
Guys and girls could be friends, even close friends, even touchy friends. It didn't have to mean anything. I had work at noon, my shift at the campus bookstore, six hours of scanning textbooks and restocking shelves. I was pulling on my polo shirt, the maroon one with the university logo, when Sarah emerged from the bathroom in her robe, hair wrapped in a towel.
"Hey, so." She sat on the edge of her bed, started applying lotion to her legs in long, slow strokes. "Some friends are going to the beach today. You mind if I go?”
"Of course not." I tucked in my shirt, looking for my name tag. "That sounds fun. Who's going?"
"Just some people. You don't know them." She moved to her dresser, pulled open the top drawer. "What time do you get off work?"
"Six. We could do dinner after, if you want."
"Maybe. I don't know when I’ll be back." She was rifling through her underwear drawer now, considering. She pulled out a matching set, black lace, an expensive kind from a boutique downtown, a matching set I'd only seen her wear twice, both times when we were going out.
"Just the beach?" I asked, trying to keep my tone casual.
"Yeah, why?" She glanced at me, already stepping into the panties, the robe falling open. I looked away, suddenly feeling like I was intruding on something that wasn't meant for me.
She dropped the robe completely, reaching for the bra. Black lace against pale skin. She fastened it with practiced ease, adjusted herself in the mirror. Then she pulled out a white sundress from her closet, the one with a low back, the one that showed the arch of her spine, the one she'd bought for her cousin's wedding last summer and said was "too nice for just anything."
"No reason," I said. "Just seems like a lot for the beach."
"A lot?" She pulled the dress over her head, the fabric settling against her curves. She looked amazing in it.
"It's just a sundress." But she was already back at her mirror, plugging in her curling iron. I watched as she unwrapped the towel, her dark hair falling damp around her shoulders. She worked through it with her fingers, adding some kind of product that made it gleam.
I found my name tag under a pile of her textbooks. "I should get going."
"Okay." She didn't turn around, too focused on separating her hair into sections. The curling iron heated up, ready. I lingered in the doorway. She'd moved on to makeup now, primer, foundation, concealer. More than she usually wore, more than she'd worn to the party last week, even.
Her fingers were steady as she blended everything perfectly, covering the small scar on her chin, the faint dark circles under her eyes. Mascara next. Two coats, careful and precise, making her lashes thick and dark. Then eyeliner, a subtle wing at each corner.
Then lipstick, not the deep red from last week, but a nude pink that made her lips look fuller, natural. Kissable. The curling iron beeped. She wrapped sections of hair around the barrel, holding, releasing, perfect waves cascading down.
She looked like she was getting ready for a date, like a first date, the kind where you want everything to be flawless. "You look nice," I said. She smiled at her reflection. "Thanks, babe."
Babe. The word felt hollow. My phone buzzed. My manager, asking if I could come in early. I texted back that I'd be there in fifteen.
"I gotta go," I said.
"Have a good shift." She was applying something to her lips now, a gloss that caught the light. She pressed her lips together, checked her teeth. I kissed her goodbye, or tried to. She turned her head at the last second, offering me her cheek. "Lipstick," she explained with an apologetic smile. "I just put it on."
Right. Of course. I left, closing the door behind me and walked down the hallway, down the stairs, out into the bright Saturday morning.
I could cut through the quad, grab my wallet, and still make it to work early. But something made me stop at the edge of her building. Some instinct. I looked up at her window on the third floor, then around to the side where the small balcony jutted out. I could just see it from here, if I stood in the right spot by the bike racks.
I stood there. Fifteen minutes passed. I was definitely going to be late now. I should have gone. But then I heard it, the deep thump of bass, growing louder. A black SUV rolled into the parking lot, windows tinted dark, music vibrating the air.
It pulled into a spot right below Sarah's balcony and idled there, engine rumbling. The driver's door opened and Julius stepped out. Of course it was Julius. He was wearing board shorts and a white t-shirt that looked painted on, showing every line of his chest and arms. Sunglasses, that easy grin.
He looked up at the balcony, pulled out his phone, typed something. A minute later, Sarah appeared. She'd added a sun hat, wide-brimmed, the kind that belonged in a resort advertisement. A beach bag over her shoulder. She waved down at him, all smiles, and disappeared back inside.
I watched her emerge from the building's main entrance. The sundress caught the breeze, fabric floating around her thighs. The wedge sandals made her legs look longer. She'd put on a delicate gold necklace.
She walked toward the SUV. She opened the back door but I could see shapes moving in the back seat, two people. One of them leaned forward, said something, gestured toward the front. Sarah laughed, shook her head, but they insisted. She closed the back door and moved to the passenger door.
She climbed in and leaned across the center console too far, her whole upper body disappearing into the vehicle. I could see her sundress ride up in the back. She stayed like that for a few seconds then she settled into the seat and closed the door.
The bass got louder. The SUV started backing out. As it turned to leave the parking lot, I caught a glimpse through the windshield. Julius was driving, one hand on the wheel, the other I couldn't quite see. Sarah was turned toward him, her head thrown back, laughing like he'd just told the funniest joke she'd ever heard. Her hand was on his arm, fingers pressed into his bicep.
The SUV rolled past me, not twenty feet away. Neither of them looked in my direction. Then they were gone, turning onto the main road, disappearing into the Saturday morning traffic. I stood there by the bike racks, my phone buzzing with another text from my manager. The sun was warm on my face. Somewhere a bird was singing. Campus was quiet, most students still sleeping off their Friday nights. I was going to be very late for work.     
I scanned barcodes until my eyes blurred. My phone remained silent in my pocket. At six, I clocked out and checked my phone again, but still nothing, no texts, no missed calls.
I pulled up our message thread which still showed that ready whenever you are from yesterday with the smiley face. I walked home as the sun started its descent, turning everything gold.
Saturday evening, the campus was alive with people heading to early dinners, pre-gaming for parties. There were groups of girls in crop tops and high-waisted jeans, guys in snapbacks tossing a football on the lawn.
My apartment was empty. I heated up leftover Chinese food, ate it standing at the kitchen counter and threw the container away and fell on the couch. The sun was lower now, the room filling with orange light that would be pretty if I cared about things like that.
I texted Sarah: Hey, how's the beach? The message showed as delivered and then read, but there was no response.
The sun set completely. I turned on the TV, flipped through channels without seeing any of them and turned it off. The streetlights were coming on outside, casting yellow pools on the sidewalk below.
I texted again: Just let me know you're okay. Still no response. Sarah? Read. Can you just text me back please Read.
My phone buzzed, finally. I grabbed it. She's busy rn bro.
I stared at the message and read it three times, even four.
I typed back: Who is this?
The three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again and then nothing. I called Sarah. It rang once, then went to voicemail. She'd declined the call.
I sat there on the couch as the room got darker but I didn't turn on the lights, I just sat there with my phone in my hand, the screen dimming and brightening when I touched it, dimming again.
Nine o'clock came, then ten-thirty. I wanted to eat something but I wasn't hungry. I wanted to sleep. At eleven-fifteen, I finally heard footsteps on the stairs outside, multiple sets, heavy and light, and voices, deep laugh, higher giggle. They stopped outside the door.
“…so fucking funny, oh my god, "
"Shhh, you're gonna wake people up."
"Nobody's sleeping it's Saturday."
“Even still.” More laughing followed, and then it went quieter. There were shuffling sounds, then a car door closing somewhere below, an engine starting, a vehicle driving away.
The doorknob turned and Sarah slipped inside. I was still on the couch, sitting in the dark. She didn't see me at first, just closed the door quietly behind her and leaned against it for a moment.
The light from the hallway illuminated her before the door shut completely. She wasn't wearing the sundress, but instead loose jeans, rolled at the ankles, too long for her, and a grey hoodie, massive, the kind that went past her hips, sleeves covering her hands, with the Stanford logo across the chest. It wasn’t her hoody.
“Hey," I said. She jumped, hand to her chest. "Jesus! You scared me. Why are you sitting in the dark?"
"Where were you?”
She dropped her bag by the door, kicked off her sandals. "The beach, I told you. We lost track of time."
"It's eleven."
"I know. I'm sorry. Geez.” She moved into the kitchen, opened the fridge. The light spilled out, harsh and white. "Do we have any water?" "
Who texted me from your phone?"
Her back was to me. She went still, hand on the fridge door. "What?"
"Someone texted me from your phone. Said you were busy."
"Oh." She grabbed a water bottle, closed the fridge. The room went dark again. "Yeah, sorry, my fiend’s phone died and she borrowed mine. I guess they… I don't know, they must have seen you texting and responded. That was weird of them."
"They called me 'bro.'"
"Like I said, weird." She unscrewed the cap, drank half the bottle in one go. "I'm gonna shower. I'm covered in sand."
She moved toward the bathroom, but something in the way she walked caught my attention, carefully and slow, like she was sore, maybe.
"Whose clothes are those?"
She looked down at herself like she'd forgotten what she was wearing. "Oh. My friend’s.. I got my dress all wet and sandy, it was a mess. She said I could borrow these."
"The hoodie too?"
"Yeah, her boyfriend's. Or... I don't know, someone's. Does it matter?" She was at the bathroom door now. The motion-sensor nightlight in the hallway clicked on, and in that dim glow, I saw her reach for the bathroom light switch. The hoodie rode up as she reached. She was nothing but bare skin beneath, no top, no swimsuit, nothing.
She caught me looking, pulled the hoodie down quickly, her cheeks flushed. "I'll just be a few minutes," she said, and she slipped into the bathroom, closing the door firmly behind her. The lock clicked and I heard the shower start and heard her moving around inside, the jeans and hoodie hitting the floor, the shower curtain sliding.
I sat in the dark listening to water run, washing away salt and sand and whatever else needed washing away. My phone was still in my hand. I pulled up that message again. She's busy rn bro Not we're busy. Not Sarah says she'll text you later.
She's busy. No, it was like she was occupied, like I was an interruption to something that had nothing to do with me.
The shower ran for a long time, fifteen minutes, twenty. When it finally stopped, I heard her moving around, the medicine cabinet opening and closing, electric toothbrush, the hair dryer starting up.
It was another ten minutes before she finally emerged, now in her own clothes, an old high school t-shirt of mine that she'd claimed months ago, her sleep shorts.
Her hair was damp and brushed, her face clean, skin pink from the hot water. She smelled like body wash. She looked at me, still on the couch. "You coming to bed?"     
We went out for Sunday breakfast at an off-campus diner, one with chipped Formica tables and bottomless coffee from boiled pots. I thought neutral ground might make it easier and thought the noise of clattering dishes and other conversations, might make the conversation I needed to have feel less heavy.
Sarah ordered blueberry pancakes. I got eggs. "So," I said when the waitress left. "We should probably talk about yesterday."
"What about it?" She was looking at the menu still, even though she'd already ordered.
"You were gone for eleven hours." "Were we really? God, it went by so fast." She set down the menu, smiled at me.
"The beach was amazing. You would've loved it. Well, maybe not, it was pretty crowded. You know how you get with crowds."
"Sarah."
"We should go together sometime. Just us. There's this spot Riley knows about, way less busy.”
"Who's Riley?"
“Just this girl from my psych class. She was there yesterday, too. Super sweet. She's the one who lent me the clothes."
"I thought you said it was someone you met at the beach."
"Riley was at the beach. That's what I meant." She flagged down the waitress. "Could I get orange juice too? Thanks."
The waitress left and Sarah started talking about Riley's dog, some golden retriever named Butter. How cute he was, how Riley brought him everywhere.
"Whose hoodie was it really?" I asked.
She blinked at me. "I told you. Riley's boyfriend's."
"It had Stanford on it."
"Yeah, he went to Stanford. Or went. I don't know, I didn't get his whole life story."
" Julius went to Stanford."
Something flickered across her face. Annoyance, maybe. "Lots of people go to Stanford. It's a big school."
"Was Julius there yesterday?"
"Where?"
"At the beach, Sarah. Was Julius at the beach?"
She laughed, but it sounded wrong. Too high.
"Oh my god, are you serious right now? You think every time I leave the apartment I'm with Julius?"
"I saw him pick you up." The laughter stopped and she stared at me. "What?"
"Yesterday morning. His black SUV. I saw him."
Her mouth opened, closed. She looked down at her napkins, started folding one into smaller and smaller squares. "Okay, fine. Yes. Julius drove us. He has a car and it fit everyone. It's not a big deal."
"You didn't mention him.”
“Because I knew you'd react like this! Get all weird and jealous when literally nothing is happening." The napkin tore in her hands. "He's just a friend. We're just friends. I'm allowed to have friends."
"Friends who text from your phone calling me 'bro'?"
"I don't know who did that! This girl’s phone was dead, people were passing mine around, someone thought they were being funny.”
"You came back wearing his hoodie."
"I was wearing a hoodie. You don't know it was his."
"Stanford, Sarah."
"Oh my god." She threw the napkin pieces down. "You know what? Maybe if you weren't working every Saturday, I wouldn't have to find other people to hang out with."
The food arrived. The waitress set down our plates with forced cheerfulness, refilled my coffee, disappeared. Sarah cut into her pancakes, took a bite and chewed it, swallowed. It was like everything was normal.
"I'm not trying to be jealous," I said quietly. "I'm trying to understand what's going on."
"Nothing is going on. We went to the beach. We hung out. We came back late. That's it." She pointed her fork at me. "And you need to decide if you trust me or not, because this paranoid thing? It's not cute."
She was right. It wasn't cute. It was pathetic. I ate my eggs. They tasted like cardboard.
Two weeks passed and I didn't bring it up again. Sarah was extra affectionate, texting me throughout the day, initiating sex between us, calling me baby in that way she knew I liked.
I started to believe it. Thursday evening, I was reading for my molecular biology class when Sarah looked up from her laptop. "Hey, so. I have a group project for film studies. We need to watch some Tarkovsky films. Would it be okay if people came over Saturday night?"
"Sure. Which one is Tarkovsky again?"
"Russian director. Slow, artsy stuff. You'd hate it." She smiled. "But you can watch with us if you want. Or hide in the bedroom. Whatever."
"I'll probably watch. How many people?"
"I don't know, five or six? We'll order pizza or something."
"Sounds good."
She went back to her laptop and I went back to my cellular respiration.
Saturday evening, I was putting out chips and salsa when Sarah disappeared into the bathroom with an armful of clothes. She emerged twenty minutes later in high-waisted jeans that made her legs look endless, a crop top, black, the kind that showed a strip of flat stomach when she moved.
Her hair curled again, makeup careful, including that lip gloss. She was even wearing perfume, the one that smelled like jasmine and something else.
"Just classmates?" I said. She was adjusting her jeans in the hallway mirror. "What?"
"Nothing."
The doorbell rang at seven. I opened it and three girls I'd never seen before, carrying notebooks and bags of chips came in. They introduced themselves, Emma, Zoe, and someone whose name I immediately forgot.
They settled onto the couch, chatting about some other class, some professor who'd cancelled office hours. The doorbell rang again and it was another guy, skinny, glasses, wearing a Criterion Collection t-shirt.
"I'm Adrian," he said, holding up a six-pack of craft beer. "For the screening."
They all made small talk. Sarah was in the kitchen arranging snacks on plates like we were hosting a dinner party. She kept glancing at the door. Finally it rang. I was closer so I opened it, even though Sarah has half past me struggling to get to it first.
Julius filled the doorframe. He had a backpack slung over a shoulder and was wearing joggers and a fitted henley that showed every line of his chest.
He had that easy smile. "Hey man," he said, like we were old friends. "This the film watching party?"
My mouth went dry. "Yeah. Come in."
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