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Julius stepped through our door, past me, and I caught his cologne, the same scent that had been on Sarah's shirt that night. He looked around, spotted Sarah in the kitchen. "Mini me!” He crossed to her and pulled her into a hug. She laughed and patted his back, but her eyes found mine around his shoulder.
She was nervous, excited, guilty, maybe all three at once. "I didn't know you were taking film studies," I said.
Julius let Sarah go. “No, man,” he laughed like it was impossible. “Figured I’d expand the horizons." Sarah was already moving around, arranging people, directing the setup. The laptop was connected to the TV and someone dimmed the lights. The couch filled up, Emma on one end, then Zoe, then Adrian, then Julius, and then Sarah squeezed in at the other end.
I grabbed a chair from the kitchen table and set it off to the side, away from the group.
"You sure you don't want to squeeze in?" Sarah asked. “There’s room in here.”
"I'm good here,” I said.
The opening credits started. There wasRussian text, somber music and the room went dark except for the TV's glow. I could see them all in silhouette, the group on the couch pressed together, Sarah's profile, her face turned toward the screen but her body angled toward Julius. His arm was already over the back of the couch behind her, not touching her, but there, casual, and available.
The film was exactly as advertised, slow, black and white, with long takes of Russian countryside, and very beautiful in a bleak way. People murmured appreciatively. Adrian took notes. I watched the screen and  the couch from behind.
Sarah shifted, getting more comfortable. Her head tilted back to rest  near Julius's arm, not on it but very near it. Twenty minutes in, Julius's hand dropped from the couch down to Sarah's shoulder.
His fingers touched the fabric of her crop top and she didn't move away. The film droned on with long shots of water, a monologue about memory. Someone on screen stared at nothing for what felt like five minutes straight.
Julius leaned toward Sarah and whispered something in her ear. She stifled a laugh and her hand flew to her mouth. A few of the others glanced over, but the moment passed. They went back to watching.
Ten minutes later, he did it again. This time Sarah's whole body shook with silent laughter. She swatted his arm, whispered something back and he grinned. They were having their own conversation, separate from the film, separate from everyone else in the room.
Sarah slid down deeper into the couch, getting more comfortable and the top of her head disappeared below the back cushion from my angle. Only her dark hair remained visible, spilling over the top.
Julius shifted down too so that now I could only see the crown of his head, the top of his shoulders. There was more whispering and Sarah's hand appeared, gesturing at something on screen. Julius's hand rose too, pointing. Their fingers nearly touched.
She jerked suddenly, laughing again,, and her hand disappeared back below the couch line. I couldn't hear what they were saying. The dialogue from the film covered it, and they were keeping their voices low and private.
Adrian cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably. Emma checked her phone. Around ten-thirty, Zoe stood up and stretched. "I've got to go. Early shift tomorrow."
"Same," Emma said, already gathering her things. "This was great though. Really... meditative." She laughed.
Adrian glanced at his phone. "Yeah, I should head out too. I've got a paper due Monday." Sarah popped up from the couch, suddenly the perfect hostess again. "Thanks for coming, you guys. Everyone get enough of the idea?”
There were murmurs of agreement. She walked them to the door, hugged each of them and promised to share notes. I heard the door close and the lock click.
She didn't come back right away and I heard her in the bathroom, water running, the cabinet open.
When she came out, she had clearly touched up her make-up. She stopped by the hall closet and pulled out the big fleece blanket, the blue one we use for movie nights. She went to the kitchen and grabbed two fresh beers from the fridge, and returned to the couch.
Only Julius remained, sprawled comfortably now, one arm still draped across the back, his legs half up. There was plenty of space and she could sit anywhere, but she nudged his leg with her knee, chuckled a bit, and sat right next to Julius, close enough that when she settled in, their shoulders came together.
She handed him a beer, kept one for herself and shook out the blanket with both hands to spread it across their laps, tucking it around her waist, smoothing it over his thighs. "What are we watching next?" she asked him, not me.
"There's that one called stalker," Julius said. "Three hours though. It's late." Sarah glanced around back at me for the first time since the others left. I was still in the kitchen chair, off to the side, half in shadow.
"Babe," she said, and her voice was gentle, considerate. "It's getting pretty late. You don't have to stay up if you want to go to bed. We're just going to watch one more, maybe."
I'm good," I said. "You sure? You look tired."
"I'm fine." She held my gaze for a moment, then shrugged. "Okay. Whatever you want."
She turned back to the TV. Julius had already started it. There was more Russian text, more bleak landscapes. The room went dark again.
Over the top of the couch and under the blanket, I saw what I thought was movement, a little djusting, some shifting. Sarah's hand disappeared beneath the fleece. Julius's arm came down from the couch back, settling somewhere I couldn't see. They sank lower into the couch so that just the tops of their heads were visible now from where I sat.
The blanket rose and fell with more small movements. Sarah's hand reappeared for a moment at the edge of the blanket, gripping the fabric, pulling it higher up, and then it slid back under. On screen, men walked through gray corridors and talked about faith and desire. The soundtrack was mostly silence punctuated by dripping water and distant sounds. Behind me, the kitchen clock ticked, eleven  o'clock, eleven-fifteen.
The film was barely holding my attention with long static shots and philosophical dialogue I couldn't follow. But I stayed in the kitchen chair, watching the backs of their heads, watching the blanket shift and settle, watching my girlfriend sink deeper into the couch beside a man who I didn’t think anymore was just a friend.
The film's protagonist was talking about the zone, about wishes, about the price of desire. Under the blanket, there was more movement, but slow and possibly rhythmic.
Sarah's head tilted toward Julius and I saw her profile for just a second in the TV's glow, her eyes half-closed, her lips parted. Then she sank down even further, and I couldn't see her face anymore at all.    
The apartment felt smaller. It was just the three of us and the film's runtime said another hour and forty minutes remained. I watched their feet, which was all I could see now from that angle, two pairs of feet extended past the coffee table's edge and  illuminated in brief flashes when the screen brightened.
There were Sarah's smaller feet in her white socks and Julius's bare feet, larger, darker against the hardwood. The room fell darker than before after Sarah had turned off the kitchen light at some point. Now just the TV provided any illumination, and this film was all shadows and dim interiors with mostly a black screen and occasional moments of gray light. The sound was turned up louder than it had been when the others were there.
There was dialogue and more drips of water somewhere in the film's zone, footsteps and breathing. On screen, the stalker led his group deeper into some forbidden territory. Under the blanket, I heard rustling and fabric moving. Sarah's foot shifted as though adjusting position. Then her toes pointed and flexed. In a flash of light from the screen, I saw her foot slide across the gap between them, nudging his ankle. His foot responded with a slow drag up her calf. Her foot climbed higher up his leg. His foot hooked behind her ankle, pulled gently.
The screen went dark again and I couldn't see details, just shapes. There was more movement and her leg extended further, his leg bending. Feet intertwined in that intimate way that feet do when bodies are pressed close together. There was another flash of light and her toes were curled now, strained, gripping. His foot was completely covering hers, pressing hers down.
The film's soundtrack swelled with wind and distant music, plus the stalker's voice droning on about faith and suffering. Then I heard it, a small. high-pitched breathy tone. It was not from the show, but was Sarah's voice unmistakably, a soft very brief cry that cut through the film's audio for just a second before she caught herself.
I froze in my chair. On the screen, the characters talked and the stalker gestured. Nothing in the film matched the sound. There was silence and braced stillness from the couch for a long moment after.
Then more movement. Sarah rose up and twisted to peer over the back of the couch. Her face appeared, her hair mussed, eyes finding me in the darkness. "Hey," she whispered, breathless. "This is so boring. Sorry! You don't have to watch."
I opened my mouth to respond but she jerked suddenly, her whole body spasming. Her eyes went wide then they narrowed into a glare aimed down at Julius. I couldn't see him, but I heard his low chuckle.
"Stop it!” she hissed, but she was grinning. Her hand appeared and she reached down below the couch back. I heard the soft sound of a slap, playful, not hard. Julius laughed again, quieter.
Sarah's expression changed. The playful glare melted into something else and her eyes fluttered closed. That vague smile appeared again on her lips, the one I'd seen at the party, the one that looked like something sublime, or like surrender.
She twisted back around and sank down below the couch line again even lower than before. She was now so low I couldn't see any part of her anymore except her feet. The blanket shifted and rose up in the middle, then settled back down into a different shape. Julius's foot emerged from the end of the blanket and hooked around both of hers now, pulling them together.
On screen, a flash of light revealed their legs fully entwined, her smaller limbs wrapped around his larger ones. The stalker was explaining the rules of the zone, how you couldn't go straight to your destination, how you had to take an indirect path, how desire worked in mysterious ways.
The blanket moved again with what appeared to be a slow, undulating motion up near where their torsos would be.
Sarah's feet tensed, relaxed, and tensed again. I gripped the arms of the kitchen chair. The wood was hard under my palms, the only solid thing in the room that was quickly becoming as surreal to me as the film. I should have said something, stood up, turn on the lights and ask what the fuck was happening.
But I didn't. I remained in the dark kitchen chair deep in the shadows behind the couch, watching their feet play and writhe listening to the film's soundtrack cover whatever sounds were coming from deep in the couch, and I couldn’t move.
The clock read 11:47. The film had an hour left. I cleared my throat. "It's pretty late." There was no response from the couch and the film continued, the stalker's wife crying now, talking about her suffering.
"Sarah," I said, louder. "It's almost 12. We should probably call it a night." She emerged up from behind the back of the couch, cheeks flushed. "Hmm?"
"It's late. Maybe Julius should head out." Julius's head appeared next to hers with that easy smile. "Yeah, man, we're almost done. Just gonna watch the director interview after this. Twenty minutes, tops."
"The interview?" I stood up from the chair. My legs were stiff from sitting. "It sounds interesting," Sarah said, agreing with him. “Tarkovsky talks about his whole philosophy. It'll help with the class.”
"Sarah.”
"Babe." She gave me that look, the one that said I was being unreasonable. "We're almost done. You're tired. Just go to bed. We'll be quiet."
"I don't think…”
She softened her voice. "You have that early shift tomorrow, right? You need sleep. I'll come to bed right after the interview, I promise." Julius was already turning back to the TV, queuing up the interview like it was decided and I'd already left.
"Come on," Sarah said. She was already sinking back down into the couch, into the blanket, into the space next to Julius. "Go get some rest. Close the door so the sound doesn't bother you."
I stood there for a long moment, the two of them settling in, the blanket repositioning, their bodies shifting closer in the darkness. "Goodnight," Sarah said, dismissive and sweet at the same time.
I walked to the bedroom. What else could I do? Stand there and watch or demand she come with me like some controlling monster? Physically remove Julius from the apartment?
I went to the bedroom. The bed was unmade from morning, my clothes from yesterday still on the floor. Sarah appeared in the doorway making me jump. "Hey," she whispered, stepping inside. She was just a silhouette backlit by the TV's glow in the other room. "I'll close this so you can sleep, okay?"
She moved closer, leaned up, kissed my cheek. Her lips were warm and I could smell Julius's cologne on her skin. "Thanks for letting us finish,” she whispered against my ear. "I'll be in soon. Promise." Then she pulled back, smiled at me through the darkness, and closed the bedroom door, pulling it to click, and I heard her footsteps retreat.
I heard the couch creak as she settled back in and I heard Julius say something I couldn't make out and heard her laugh, soft and low, his too. I stood in the dark room staring at the closed door and then I moved to the bed and sat on the edge and took off my socks.
I did normal things as though my girlfriend wasn't on the couch out there with another man twenty feet away. I lay down, pulled the covers up, and stared at the ceiling. Through the door, I could hear the TV and a man's voice, the director, presumably, speaking in Russian with English over-dub no one was listening to, I was sure.
I listened at first to just the interview, the director's voice and his long pauses between statements. Then something else, a sound, high-pitched, brief, and cut off quickly.
I held my breath straining to hear. There was again just the interview, the director talking about working with actors, about finding authentic moments, but then another sound, a creak. The couch, maybe? Old springs settling under shifting weight? Or was I imagining it? The apartment was old. Things creaked. The radiator, the floorboards, the furniture. I turned onto my side facing away from the door and closed my eyes, and tried to sleep.
There was a sharp intake of breath from the living room, I was sure of it this time. Or almost sure. Then something else that might have been a slap, a soft impact of palm on skin, and a gasp, definitely a gasp, sharp and sudden.
But the director was still talking, his voice steady and uninterrupted. Maybe it was part of the interview, or maybe some scene or someone in the background, a sound from the archival footage.
I opened my eye and stared at the wall. There were now what might have been sounds, or sounds that could be wet. They were rhythmic, very quiet, but there. Or maybe that too was just my imagination filling in the gaps, creating a narrative from random ambient noise.
There was another creak, longer this time and regular, like someone moving on the couch in a steady rhythm, then a muffled sound. It could have been a word, it could have been a moan, it could have been nothing or something in the show, the director's voice continuing, unperturbed now on about something how cinema captures what cannot be spoken, how some truths exist only in images, in moments between words.
I pulled the pillow over my head, but there were more sounds and I was sure now. Or not sure. It could have been the wheezing radiator, those high-pitched and breathy gasps escaping despite obvious efforts to stay quiet. Or was it the pipes? The building's ancient heating system?
I heard a definite slap, or I thought I did. Then Sarah's voice, just barely audible: "Shhh." Or did I imagine it too, because that's what she would say if they were trying to be quiet? The couch creaked again and again in a pattern now that was unmistakable. Or completely mundane, just the sounds of two people watching a video, shifting positions, getting comfortable.
I heard what I thought for sure was kissing sounds, wet and intimate, too intimate to be anything else. Or maybe it was just the sound of someone drinking from a beer bottle and swallowing?
I lay there, pillow over my head, covers pulled up, trying to sleep, trying not to hear, trying not to imagine what was happening on my couch in my living room with my girlfriend and a man who definitely, absolutely, was not just a friend. The director droned on about truth and beauty and suffering. And underneath it, through it, all around it, were sounds that could mean everything or nothing at all.    
I couldn't stand it anymore. I sat up in bed, heart hammering against my ribs. The sounds were clearer now, or maybe I'd just stopped trying to convince myself they were nothing. The director's voice had stopped and the interview must have ended. But the TV was still on, playing something else, just music, maybe. Or maybe it was just left on a menu screen.
Underneath the music, other sounds emerged, unmistakable now. I stood up and crossed to the bedroom door, and put my hand on the knob. I turned it slowly and eased the door open just a crack.
There was only complete darkness out there. She must have turned off the TV or let I go to sleep. There was no light at all except for the faint orange glow from the streetlight outside, filtered through the living room curtains, and not enough to see anything by. It was just enough to make the shadows deeper.
I opened the door and peered out into the black. I couldn't see anything. The couch was just a darker shape against the dark room with two forms, maybe or one, or my eyes were playing tricks.
But I could hear. The couch was creaking steadily now, rhythmic, and there was no pretending it was anything else. I heard heavy breathing, his, I thought, dep and controlled. And hers, too,  higher pitched, faster, and trying to stay quiet and failing.
I heard small sounds escaping despite her best efforts, tiny gasps, breathy whimpers, that high-pitched cry I'd heard before, but longer now, drawn out. There was a llap of skin on skin sharp and clear.
“God!” I heard her whisper barely audibly. But I heard it. The creaking intensified and came faster, the old couch springs protesting. There were more sounds that were wet, as though bodies moving together. The blanket rustling and something fell to the floor, clothes, maybe.
My hand gripped the doorframe. I should have looked away, should have closed the door, should have gone back to bed and put the pillow over my head and pretended this wasn't happening.
But I stood there in the dark doorway, blind but hearing everything, my imagination filling in what my eyes couldn't see. Was she underneath him? Or on top of him? Or was she bent over the couch arm? Or…
“Julius!” she breathed. It wasn’t a question but a statement, his  name said with want, and my stomach twisted. The rhythm changed and came faster now, more urgent. Her sounds grew louder, less controlled. His breathing came rougher. The couch creaked in a pattern that was, undeniable.
I stepped back and eased the door closed. I stood in the bedroom with my back against the door, my heart pounding so hard I could hear it in my ears. My hands were shaking. I felt sick. I felt rage. But I felt something else, too, that I didn't want to face.
Through the door, muffled now but still clear were new sounds building to something, her whimpers rising, his groaning deepening, the couch protesting. Then a peak: her cry, louder than before, quickly stifled as though a hand, whose hand? covered her mouth. Then his singular grunt and everything stopping but heavy breathing, both of them slowing and settling.
There came a long silence then movement and shuffling and the couch creaking differently, bodies standing up, maybe, fabric rustling as though they were getting dressed. I heard their voices murmuring so low I couldn't make out their words, just the low rumble of his voice, the higher tone of hers.
Was it the casual conversation of post-coital small talk? There were footsteps moving toward the front door. I cracked the bedroom door open again enough to hear more clearly.
“… tomorrow night?" Julius's voice.
"I don't know. Maybe. I'll text you."
"Come on. You know you want to."
She laughed gentle and soft., the laugh of her when she’s happy. "I have to see. I'll let you know." The front door opened and I could see a sliver of hallway light now. "Goodnight, Mini-me.”
"Goodnight." But the door didn't close. There was silence and then a soft sound that was kissing and not rushed either, not frantic like before.It was slow and deep, the kind of kiss that means something more.
Sarah made a small sound of pleasure and contentment and there was more silence, more kissing, and then her voice, half-laughing, half-pleading: "You have to go."
"In a minute."
"Julius!” She was smiling, I could hear it in her voice. "Seriously. Stop."
But she didn't sound like she wanted him to stop. There were more kissing sounds and a soft thud, like maybe he'd pushed her against the wall or maybe she'd pulled him closer.
"Julius, come on." There was more laughing, still not serious. "He's right in there. You have to, stop, oh my god1!
Ther was a pause and heavy breathing. "Okay," he said finally. "Okay. I'm going."
"Finally."
"Text me tomorrow."
"I will."
"Promise?"
"Yes. I promise. Now go." There was one more kiss, shorter this time, and final.
"Goodnight, Sarah."
"Goodnight."
The door closed and the lock clicked. Footsteps retreated down the hallway outside and I eased the door shut and moved quickly back to bed and lay down. IpPulled the covers up and closed my eyes and tried to look like I'd been asleep the whole time. I tried to look like I hadn't heard anything, tried to look like my world hadn't just shifted on its axis into something I didn't recognize anymore.
I heard the bathroom door close and water running. Sarah was cleaning up. There was more water and the toilet flushing before the bathroom door opened. Footsteps approached the bedroom and the door creaked open. Light from the hallway spilled in briefly, then disappeared as she closed it behind her.
I kept my eyes closed and my breathing steady. The bed shifted as she climbed in beside me. She smelled like soap and toothpaste and underneath it all, something else. Sweat?Sex? Him?
She curled up against my back and her arm draped over my waist. "Love you," she whispered into the darkness. I didn't respond and pretended to be asleep. She settled in and her breathing slowed.
Within minutes, she was asleep and completely relaxed, peaceful like nothing had happened as though this was just another normal Saturday night.
I lay there awake staring into the darkness, listening to her breathe, feeling her body pressing against mine, and tried to figure out what the fuck I was supposed to do now.  
Sunday morning I woke up first with Sarah still curled against me, her breath warm on my shoulder. I slipped out of bed carefully, went to the kitchen, made coffee. When she emerged an hour later, hair tousled, wearing my t-shirt, she smiled at me like everything was normal.
"Morning, babe."
"We need to talk," I said.
“What about?” She was already at the fridge, pulling out orange juice.
"About last night. About Julius."
She poured juice into a glass, took a long drink. "What about him?"
"Sarah. Come on."
"Come on what?" She looked at me, eyes wide and innocent. "We watched movies. He went home. What's the problem?"
"You were out there for hours after I went to bed."
"The interview was longer than we thought. And then we just talked for a bit. Is that not allowed?"
"What did you talk about?"
She shrugged. "I don't know. School stuff. His football season. Random things. Why are you interrogating me?"
"I'm not interrogating you, I'm trying to understand, "
"Understand what? That I have friends? That I'm allowed to have conversations without you monitoring everything?"
She set down her glass harder than necessary. "This jealousy thing is getting old."
"I heard…”
"You heard what? Us talking? Watching a movie?" She crossed her arms. "Or did you hear what you wanted to hear because you've already decided I'm doing something wrong?"
The confidence in her voice made me doubt myself. Had I heard what I thought I heard? In the dark, half-asleep, maybe I'd misinterpreted.
"Look," she softened, came over to me, put her hand on my chest. "I get it. Julius is this big, charismatic guy and you feel threatened. But you don't need to be. You're my boyfriend. I'm with you. Okay?" She looked up at me with those wide eyes full of sincerty and earnestness.
"Okay," I heard myself say.
She smiled, kissed my cheek. "I'm gonna shower. Want to get brunch after?"
And just like that, the conversation was over.
Wednesday I had late shift at the bookstore. I didn't get home until almost nine. The hallway to our apartment was dimly lit, one of the bulbs burnt out again. I was fishing for my keys when I heard our door open.
Julius stepped out. He was in gym clothes, basketball shorts, a tank top that showed off his arms. His hair was damp and he looked relaxed, comfortable, like he'd just finished a workout. Or something else.
"Oh, hey man!" He said with that big smile. "Perfect timing."
I stopped walking. "What are you doing here?"
"Just dropping something off for Sarah.
He clapped me on the shoulder as he passed. "She's all yours. Have a good night, brother."
He headed down the hallway, whistling, and disappeared around the corner toward the stairs.
I stood there, key in hand, staring at my apartment door. It was left ajar. He hadn't even bothered to close it all the way. I pushed it open. The apartment had beating rap music on soft, lights down dim. I could hear water running in the shower.
"Sarah?" I called out. There was no answer. I set down my bag. The living room looked normal. Couch cushions were all perfectly in place, the blanket folded. There was nothing obviously out of place.
I walked toward the bathroom. “Sarah?" I knocked.
"Hey!" Her voice was muffled by the water, but cheerful. "You're home! I'll be out in a sec!"
" Julius was just here."
"What?"
" Julius. He was just leaving when I got here."
There was silence before she said, “Oh! Yeah! He dropped off something.”
"He came all the way here just to drop off what?”
"I guess? I don't know. He's nice like that."
Nice like that. I turned away from the bathroom door and walked to the bedroom.
And there I stopped. On the floor, next to the bed were her clothes, and not just any clothes. The matching set, black lace bra and panties, crumpled, twisted up, tossed aside. And her jeans, the high-waisted ones, inside out on the floor, and a cashmere top.
On the nightstand were two water glasses, both half-empty. The bed was unmade and messier than usual. sheets pulled completely free on one side, pillows down at the foot end, the comforter bunched at the foot of the bed.
I stood there looking at the wreckage, the story it told, when the shower shut off. "Can you grab me a towel?" Sarah called out. "I forgot to bring one in!"
I didn't move but just stared at the black lace on the floor.
The bathroom door cracked open and her arm reached out, water dripping. "Babe? Towel?"
I grabbed one from the closet and handed it to her without looking.
"Thanks!" The door closed again.
I heard her drying off, humming something under her breath. I looked at the clothes again and at the bed and the water glasses.
The bathroom door opened and Sarah emerged wrapped in the towel, hair wet and slicked back, skin flushed from the hot water. She smiled at me and then saw my face.
She saw where I was staring and her smile faltered for just a second. Then she followed my gaze to the floor. "Oh, god, sorry." She laughed, embarrassed. "I was trying on outfits earlier. Couldn't decide what to wear. Total mess!”
She moved quickly, scooping up the bra and panties, balling them in her hands, grabbed her jeans, the top, and carried them all to the hamper, stuffed them inside and out of sight. "There. Better."
She turned back to me, clutching the towel to herself. "You hungry? I could make something."
"You wore those today?" I asked. “At home?”
“What?"
"You were home today. But you got all dressed up?"
She blinked at me. "I... I got dressed. I was going to go to the library but then I felt tired so I came back and…” She stopped. "Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Those water glasses."
"What about them?"
"There's two."
"So?"
"So you were alone. Why two glasses?"
“I…” She paused and regrouped. "I had one earlier and then got another one later. I don't know. Does it matter?"
"The bed's a mess."
"I took a nap!" Her voice was rising now, defensive. "What is this? What are you accusing me of?"
"I'm not.”
"Yes you are! You're standing here playing detective because Julius dropped off some stuff! This is insane!" She was getting angry now, turning it around, making me the bad guy.
"He was here," I said quietly. "In our apartment. And you were in the shower. And your stuff is all over the floor and the bed… "
"And nothing! God!" She threw her hands up. The towel slipped and she caught it. "You know what? I can't do this. I can't be with someone who doesn't trust me. Who questions everything. Who makes me feel guilty for having friends!"
"Sarah, "
"No." She pushed past me, grabbed clothes from her dresser drawer. "I need space. I need to think about whether this is even working anymore." She was getting dressed now, yanking on a t-shirt, stepping into sweatpants and moving fast, erasing the evidence and transforming from whatever she'd been an hour ago into something safe and domestic.
"I trust you," I heard myself say, hating how weak it sounded.
"No you don't." She was pulling her hair into a bun. "If you trusted me, you wouldn't be interrogating me about water glasses." She grabbed her phone off the nightstand and checked it. Her expression softened reading something, a text, maybe.
"I'm going to Katie's for a bit," she said, not looking at me. "I need to clear my head."
"Sarah, please, "
"I'll be back later. Or tomorrow. I don't know." She grabbed her bag, started shoving things into it, a charger, her wallet, toothbrush from the bathroom.
"Don't go," I said. She stopped at the door and looked back at me. Her eyes were wet, tears, real or performed, I couldn't tell anymore.
"Then stop accusing me of things I'm not doing," she said softly.
"Stop making me the villain. Stop ruining what we have." She left and the door closed behind her. I stood in the bedroom, surrounded by the evidence she'd tried to hide, and wondered how I'd become the one apologizing.     
I said I trusted her and said it over and over in the days that followed. I apologized for being paranoid, for making her feel bad, for ruining things.
She forgave me, eventually, and let me take her to dinner. She let me hold her hand across the table and let me pretend everything was okay.
By Friday, things felt almost normal again. Or what passed for normal now.
"So," she said, sitting cross-legged on the bed, laptop open. "A bunch of people are going up to this beach cabin this weekend. Riley's family has a place up in Seabrook. Like three hours north?"
"Yeah?" I was trying to study, highlighter in hand, molecular biology textbook open.
"Yeah, and so there's space for me. It's supposed to be beautiful up there. Right on the water." She was scrolling through photos on her phone, a cedar cabin, rocky beach, sunset views. She showed me”.
Would you be mad if I went?" I looked up.
"Who's going?"
"Just some people. Riley, Emma, a few others. It's a girls' weekend thing, I think." She smiled. "Well, mostly girls. Riley's boyfriend might come. I don't know. But it would be good for me to get away for a bit. Clear my head after all the stress."
The stress I'd caused, she meant, though she didn't say it. It was implied.
"When?"
"We'd leave tomorrow morning, come back Sunday evening. Two nights." She closed her laptop. "But if you don't want me to go.”
"No, you should go." I said it too quickly, trying to prove I trusted her., trying to be the good boyfriend who didn't control or question. "It sounds fun. You should definitely go."
Her face lit up. "Really? You're sure?"
"Yeah. Absolutely."
She leaned over and kissed me. "Thank you. You're the best."
She left Saturday morning. I helped her carry her bag downstairs, all packed carefully, I noticed, with her nice clothes lots of toiletries, her hair curling iron. "Just in case we go out to dinner or something," she explained when she caught me looking.
A car was waiting. It was not Riley's, as far as I knew. I couldn't see the driver through the tinted windows. And couldn't see who else was inside.
"Love you," she said, kissing me quickly. "I'll text you when we get there."
She did text, three hours later: Made it! It's gorgeous here! with a photo of the ocean view from the cabin deck. I texted back. But she didn't respond. I texted again that evening, but still nothing.
Sunday morning I wrote, Hope you're having fun. Miss you.
The message showed as read but there was still no response. Sunday afternoon: When are you heading back? Read and nothing. Sunday evening, I was starting to worry, not about what she was doing, or trying not to think about that, but about whether something had happened like a car accident or a drowning. Something.
I called but it went straight to voicemail. Sunday night I had hockey with the guys. After, we headed to Murphy’s, a dive bar off campus. I was nursing a beer, half-listening to Derek talk about his internship applications, when Connor slid into the booth next to me.
Connor was on my molecular biology study group. He was a good guy, he played defense and took hockey way too seriously and always had opinions about everything.
"Hey man," he said, flagging down the waitress for another pitcher. "Can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
He looked uncomfortable and glanced at Derek, who suddenly became very interested in his phone.
"What's going on with Sarah?"
My stomach dropped. "What do you mean?"
"I saw her yesterday. Up in Seabrook. I was visiting my parents, they live up there." He was picking at the label on his beer bottle. "She was with some dude. Big guy. Looked like a football player." The bar was too loud. The music, the conversations, everything pressing in.
"She's up there with friends," I said.
“Yeah, well... it was just the two of them when I saw them."
Connor finally looked at me. "Walking around the old village, you know, near the waterfront. Getting breakfast at that place with the blue awning. Looked pretty... I don't know. Couple-y."
"Couple-y."
"Like..." He made a vague gesture. "Close. His arm around her. Her leaning into him. That kind of thing."
Derek was still staring at his phone. The other guys at the table had gone quiet. "Could have been Riley's boyfriend," I said. "She mentioned he might be coming."
"Maybe." Connor didn't sound convinced. "It's just... the way they were looking at each other. The way she was laughing. I almost went over to say hi but then..." He trailed off.
"But then what?"
"But then he kissed her. Just quick, on top of her head. And she kind of snuggled into him." Connor took a long drink. "And I figured maybe I was seeing things wrong. Maybe it was a different girl who just looked like Sarah. So I didn't say anything."
The beer in my hand was warm and I set it down.
"But then I saw her Instagram story this morning. And it was definitely the same view. Same cabin. So..." He shrugged. "I thought you should know. In case you didn't."
In case I didn't know my girlfriend had spent the weekend at a beach cabin with Julius, probably alone and acting like a couple while I sat at home sending unanswered texts.
"Thanks," I managed.
"Man, I'm sorry. Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe…”
"It's fine. Thanks for telling me."
But it wasn't fine. Nothing was fine.
She came home Sunday night, around ten. I was on the couch pretending to study, staring at the same page for the last hour. The door opened and Sarah walked in, beach bag over her shoulder, hair windswept, skin sun-kissed. She looked radiant and relaxed and happy.
"Hey!" She dropped her bag, came over to kiss me. "Sorry I didn't text much. Service was terrible up there. Like, almost no signal."
She'd read my messages, I'd seen the read receipts. "How was it?" I asked.
"Amazing. So beautiful. We barely did anything, just sat on the beach and read and ate good food. Super relaxing." She was already heading to the bedroom, pulling clothes out of her bag. "I needed that. I feel so much better."
"Who all went?"
"I told you. Riley, Emma, some other girls."
"Connor saw you."
She froze just for a second, then continued unpacking. "Connor?"
"From my hockey team. His parents live up there."
"Oh. Weird. I didn't see him." She was putting things away now, moving quickly. "When did he see me?"
"Yesterday. Getting breakfast. With Julius."
She turned around and her expression was carefully neutral. “Yeah, Julius was there," she said all simply and matter-of-fact.
"You said it was a girls' weekend."
"It was supposed to be. But then Riley's boyfriend bailed last minute and she had an extra spot, and Julius mentioned he'd never been up there, so..." She shrugged. "It's a big cabin. Like six bedrooms. It's not like we were alone."
"Connor said you were alone walking around the village. Just the two of you."
"Because the other girls were still sleeping! It was like eight in the morning. Julius and I both wake up early so we went to get coffee." She was getting defensive now. "Is that not allowed? Am I supposed to sit in the cabin alone because my boyfriend doesn't trust me to get breakfast with a friend?"
"He said Julius had his arm around you."
"It was cold! I forgot my jacket. He was being nice."
"He kissed you."
"Like a friend! Jesus Christ, do you hear yourself?" She was fully angry now. "You sent one of your friends to spy on me?"
"I didn't send anyone."
"But you believe him over me. You automatically assume the worst. You can't even let me have one weekend away without turning it into some conspiracy."
"Sarah, you didn't answer any of my texts, "
"Because I was trying to relax! Because I was trying to have fun without constantly checking in like you're my parole officer!" She grabbed her toiletry bag, headed to the bathroom. "This is exactly why I needed space. This right here."
"I just want the truth."
She stopped and urned to look at me. Her eyes were wet again. "The truth is I went to a beach cabin with friends. The truth is Julius just showed up there too. The truth is we got breakfast together because we were both wake up early and everyone else was sleeping. The truth is nothing happened."
She wiped her eyes. "But you don't want the truth. You want me to confess to whatever story you've already decided is real."
She went into the bathroom and closed the door. I heard water running and I sat on the couch, Connor's words playing on repeat in my head. The way they were looking at each other. The way she was laughing.
He kissed her.
She kind of snuggled into him.
My phone buzzed. It was a text from Connor: Hey man, sorry if I made things weird. Hope everything's okay.
I stared at it. Everything was not okay but I didn't know how to fix it. I didn't know how to make her tell me the truth and didn't know if I even wanted to hear it.
Because maybe Connor was wrong and maybe it was all innocent. Maybe I was being exactly what she said I was being, paranoid, controlling, and jealous. Or maybe I already knew the truth and was just too afraid to accept it.    
The week passed in a fog of strained politeness. Sarah was being extra sweet, extra affectionate. I was trying not to think about Connor's words, about the beach cabin, about Julius. We didn't talk about it and neither of us wanted to.
Thursday evening, I was making dinner when my phone buzzed. Working late on a project. Don't wait up for me. Love you!
I stared at the message. It was seven-thirty. The library closed at midnight. Ok. Want me to save you some food?
No thanks, we'll order pizza or something.
We. Not I.
I ate alone and watched TV without seeing it. Around nine, I went out to the balcony with a beer. The air was cool, almost cold. Spring was trying to turn into summer but not quite there yet. I stood looking down at the parking lot. A few cars were coming and going. Someone was walking their dog.
Then I saw the black SUV rolling into the lot, bass thumping even from three floors up. It pulled into a spot right below our building, under the streetlight. The engine cut off but the music stayed on.
I didn't move. The SUV sat there, windows tinted too dark to see through from that angle. But the sunroof was semi-transparent. The parking lot light shone down through it, illuminating the interior just enough that I could see shapes and movement.
Two people were in the front seats. The larger one, Julius, obviously, in the driver's seat and the smaller one next to him was clearly Sarah. 
They were talking it seemed. I could see the movement of their heads, their bodies turning toward each other. Then the smaller shape moved and leaned across the console. The two shapes merged into one.
They were kissing. I gripped the balcony railing and the shapes shifted. The smaller one, Sarah, moved closer, or was being pulled closer, it was hard to tell from that angle.
The movements were slow at first, looking like just kissing, heads tilting, bodies pressing together as much as the center console would allow. Then the movements changed and became rhythmic. It was the back of her head moving up and down in a regular pattern.
Oh god, I thought,  I should look away, I thought, I should go inside, I should do anything but stand there watching.
But I couldn't move. The rhythmic motion continued steady and smooth. His hand was visible now through the sunroof, gripping her hair firmly.
Minutes passed, five, ten, I lost all sense of it. The motion never varied, it was a steady rhythm. It became faster now and his other hand reached down, touched her back, her shoulder.
Her head moved quicker, deeper. Then came sudden stillness. His body tensed and rose in his seat, I could see it. Everything held still and both of seemed frozen for a long held moment.
Then where was slow movement again. She sat up and he learned his head back against the headrest.
My hands were shaking. My beer bottle nearly slipped from my grip and I nearly let it fall and smash. There were more shapes moving through the sunroof. She seemed to be moving around, he doing something too, adjusting clothes, maybe, or his seat back.



cover.jpeg
She Didn

JL SANDERS





