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Julius and Sarah both shifted inside the front seat of Julius’s car, changing positions. The passenger door opened and Sarah slid halfway out, legs first, her dress riding up her thighs. She was laughing, I could hear it faintly from up there, that genuine loose laugh.
She started to stand up, but an arm reached out and grabbed her wrist, pulling her back inside. She shrieked with laughter, half in the car, half out, her legs kicking. The dress had come up past what was decent now, almost to her waist. They were playing. Horsing around. But it was more than that. His hands were n her legs and she was trying to pull away but not really trying.
The door hanging open and her body, half-visible in the streetlight, rolled. Finally he let her go, or seemed to, and she slid out again, getting her feet on the pavement this time. But then she bent over, leaned back into the car and I could see her back arched, her head inside. She was kissing him again.
It was a long goodbye. Julius's arm reached past her and pulled the passenger door shut. She remained bent over, hands on the open window now, talking to him through it.
Then she straightened up, looked around the parking lot casually checking to see if anyone was watching. I stepped back from the balcony railing, and into shadow. She didn't look up, and satisfied she was alone, she reached down and hiked her dress up around her hips.
She took something scrunched up from his hand reaching through the window and lifted one foot to ease it through the leg of her panties. She stepped into the other side and pulled them up her legs, adjusted them under the dress before smoothing the fabric back down. Then she turned back to the SUV, waved at Julius through the windshield and blew him a kiss.
Then she laughed at something he must have said and flipped her skirt up to flash her ass at him and practically danced toward our building's entrance. She was happy like she was floating. The SUV's engine started, bass music thumping again and it backed out of the spot and drove away, tail lights disappearing into the night.
I remained on the balcony in the dark, gripping the railing so hard my knuckles were white. Moments later, I heard our apartment door open.
"Babe?" Sarah called out. "You still up?" I didn't answer. I couldn't trust my voice.
"I'm home!" She appeared in the balcony doorway, backlit by the apartment lights. She'd finger-combed her hair, straightened her dress. But her lipstick was gone and her lips were swollen. "
What are you doing out here in the dark?"
“I was just getting some air."
She came closer and slipped her arms around my waist from behind. She pressed her cheek against my back. "Miss me?" she whispered.
I could smell him on her. I could smell the sweat and sex. "Yeah," I managed. “Stuff took forever. I'm wasted.”
She yawned against my shirt. "I'm gonna shower and crash. Coming to bed?"
"In a bit."
She kissed my shoulder blade through my shirt, then headed back inside and I heard the bathroom door close and the shower start. She was washing away the evidence again.
I stood on the balcony looking down at the empty parking spot where the black SUV had been, and tried to figure out what I was supposed to do with what I'd just seen. I tried to figure out if there was any possible explanation other than the obvious one, tried to figure out why I was still standing here instead of packing my things and leaving.
And I tried to figure out why part of me, some small, pathetic part, was already preparing to believe whatever explanation she'd give me if I asked. The shower ran for a long time and I stayed on the balcony, frozen, unable to go inside and face her, unable to leave, unable to do anything but remain in the dark and feel my world crumbling around me while pretending everything was fine.
"There's a party at the football house Saturday," Sarah said casually Wednesday night as we were doing homework at the table. "Julius invited me."
I looked up from my textbook. “Well, do you you want me to come? He invited you too!”
She paused, pen hovering over her notebook.
"To Julius’s football party?" I said like she was daring me.
"Yeah. Why not?"
"I just... you hate those kinds of parties, don’t you? All loud and crowded. You said they give you anxiety."
"I'll manage." She kept her voice light.  "It could be fun. We haven't been to one of these.”
I could see her mind working on something.
"Okay," I said finally and I smiled. “Might be fun.”
Her smile didn't reach her eyes.
Saturday night, the football house that was off-campus was a massive old Victorian that the team rented collectively. Cars lined the street. Music thumped from inside. People spilled onto the porch and onto the lawn.
Sarah had dressed carefully. She wore the black dress again, the one from movie night. Her heels made her legs look incredible. Her hair was wavy down her back and she wore full makeup. She'd spent two hours getting ready.
We walked up together, her hand in mine. She was tense, I could feel it. The front door was open and we walked in. The place was packed with football players, girls in tight dresses, kegs in the kitchen, beer pong tables set up.
Music was so loud you had to yell to be heard. A guy I didn't know nodded at Sarah as we passed. "Hey Sarah. Drinks are in the kitchen." Not "Hey, who are you?" He didn’t introduce himself to me, just acknowledged her like she was a regular.
We made our way to the kitchen. Sarah grabbed two beers from the cooler, which she knew exactly where it was, didn't have to ask, nor worry that she wasn’t allowed. She handed me one and said, “It’s okay!”
"Sarah!" A girl in a crop top squeezed past. "Long time no see!” she said like it was a joke.
“Busy with classes,” Sarah said like she was conveying something in the message and she smiled with a grimace under it. The girl looked at me for the first time. "Oh. Hi." Then back to Sarah. " Julius was asking about you. He's out back."
"Cool. Thanks." Sarah took a long drink of her beer and we moved into the living room, her not acting on the news about Julius.
There were more casual nods and more easy going “hey Sarah"s. People treated her like she belonged here, like this was her space as much as theirs. A linebacker, I recognized him from games but couldn't remember his name, clapped me on the shoulder. "You're Sarah's... friend?"
"Boyfriend," I said. "
Oh. Right. Cool, cool." He looked uncomfortable and glanced at Sarah, then back at me. "Well, welcome man. Mi casa es su casa."
He disappeared into the crowd. Sarah pulled me toward the stairs. "I'm gonna grab something from upstairs real quick. Be right back." She headed up like she knew exactly where she was going. She wasn’t hesitant, just went.
I stood there at the base of the stairs, beer in hand, watching her go. She came back five minutes later with a phone charger. “Somebody borrowed it,” she said, and her eyes widened when she said, “somebody” and she made finger quotes around “borrowed.”
Julius appeared at the back door and his gaze fell on Sarah immediately as though he had a tracking device on her. His face lit up. "Mini-me!” He crossed the room in three strides and pulled her into a hug that lifted her off her feet.
He held her too long and she kicked and squirmed and when he set her down, he finally looked at me. He had the smile stayed in place but his eyes cooled. "Hey man. Didn't know you were coming."
"Surprise," I said.
"Yeah. Surprise." He turned back to Sarah, his hand still around her waist. "Come on, there's people out back who want to see you."
"I'm here with…” she gestured to me.
"He can come too. The more the merrier." But Julius's arm now draped around her shoulders, steering her toward the back door.
I followed. The backyard was more of the same. People were clustered around a fire-pit smoking, drinking, and laughing. Julius kept Sarah close. “My mini-me is here!” He said with beaming pride and people looked up and laughed.
I stood apart, drinking my beer, watching my girlfriend be absorbed into this world that clearly knew her well. That had seen her here many times before, it was obvious. A girl sat down next to me on the porch steps, drunk, friendly, and loud.
"You're new!" she announced. "I'm Becca."
"Hey."
"How do you know Julius?"
"I don't, really. I'm here with Sarah."
"Oh!" Her eyes widened and she looked over at Sarah, who was laughing at something Julius was saying, his arm heavy across her shoulders. "Oh. You're... oh."
"What?"
"Nothing! Nothing. Just... you know." She took a sloppy drink.
"Everyone thought she and Julius were, like, a thing. But I guess... I mean, good for you, man. She's sweet."
"They're not a thing," I said.
"Right. Yeah. Totally." But she was looking at them again, at the way Sarah leaned into Julius, at the way his hand rubbed her shoulder. "Totally just friends." She wandered off. An hour passed.
Sarah was playing beer pong with Julius as her partner. Their rhythm was practiced like they'd done this before many times, high-fiving when they made shots. Julius picked her up and spun her when they won.
Every time I tried to talk to her, someone pulled her away. Julius needed her to meet someone, or someone needed her opinion on something. She was always just out of reach.
Around midnight, she finally came over to me. Flushed from drinking, from laughing, and from being the center of attention, she caught her breath.
"Hey," she said, looking around to make sure no one was listening. She leaned in closer. "So... you're probably ready to go, right?"
"We can go whenever you want.”
"Actually..." She bit her lip. "Would you be okay if I stayed a bit longer? You should head home. I'll get a ride back."
I stared at her. "You want me to leave?"
"It's just... you look miserable. And I'm having so much fun. I so needed this, you know that. And it seems silly for both of us to be miserable when you could just go home and get some sleep."
"Sarah.”
" Julius can give me a ride back later. Or I can crash here. There's like six bedrooms upstairs." She said it so casually like it was nothing.
"I'm not leaving you here."
"Why not?" She was getting annoyed now. "I'm fine. I'm with friends. What do you think is going to happen?"
I looked over her shoulder. Julius was watching us from across the yard and clearly waiting. "He wants you to stay," I said quietly.
She didn't deny it. "So?"
"So you're going to do what he wants?"
"It's not about what he wants. It's about what I want. I want to stay. I want to have fun. I want just one night where I don't have to worry about you getting uncomfortable or upset constantly staring, or…”
She stopped and took a breath. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it like that."
"How did you mean it?"
"I just... it's complicated. With Julius. It's not... it's hard to explain."
"Try."
She looked over at him again. He was still watching and waiting for her, looking impatient now.
"He's just... he's intense. And when he wants something, he's very clear about it. And it's hard to say no to him. You know what he’s like. It’s not because he's mean or anything! Just because... psychologically, he's very... persuasive."
She looked back at me. "But it doesn't mean anything. I promise we'll talk when I get home tomorrow. Okay? We'll talk. About everything."
Tomorrow. She was planning to stay overnight. "Sarah.”
"Please. Just trust me." She reached up, kissed me quick and chaste like a mother kissing a child goodnight. But still she glanced over her shoulder as though checking to see if she was seen.
“Don't think about it too much. I'll see you tomorrow." She was already turning away, already walking back toward Julius. He greeted her with that big grin and pulled her close and she melted into him. I stood there for another minute watching them and watching everyone watch them, watching how natural they looked together, his hand sliding down deep inside the waist of her jeans, grabbing her ass.
Then I left. I walked through the house, past the drunk people, past the noise and out the front door down the porch. Between the houses I could see back into the backyard lit up by the fire. .
I could hear Julius's voice, loud and playful, calling out. “I been a patient man, Mini!”
"Let me go!” It was Sarah, laughing, falling over. Julius had her in his arms, trying to hold her and she was pushing at his chest, turning her face away, but she was laughing, too.
"Come on," he said. “It’s time.”
“Julius!” she said but she was giggling too. Her hands were on his chest pushing, but not hard. He tried again to pull her but she ducked and he grabbed her waist.
"That's it." In one smooth motion, he bent down and threw her over his shoulder in that fireman's carry, same as at that first party.
Sarah shrieked with laughter, pounding her fists down his back. "Put me down!"
"Nah. I'm taking you upstairs. It’s time baby.” 
"Julius!"
He turned toward the deck and Sarah bounced over his shoulder. Her dress had ridden way up and I could see her black lace panties, the ones I'd seen on our bedroom floor.
She didn't even try to pull the dress down, didn't seem to notice, or care. Everyone could see, and they all just laughed.
Julius carried her through the doorway and insie the house. The last thing I saw was her face, upside down, still laughing, hair hanging down his back, her shrieking.
The door closed behind them and I stood on the sidewalk, frozen. Down on the sidewalk I looked back. Lights were on inside the house and I could see shapes moving past windows, people partying and oblivious. Then an upstairs light came on, up on the second floor, corner room. The light dimmed and shadows appeared on the wall.
Two figures, one large setting another one, small, down, then the smaller one turning toward the larger one and the two shadows merging. I watched from the street, unable to look away, as the shadows moved together, shifting and swaying.
A car drove past and someone honked. The party music thumped and I stood there staring up watching the shadow play on the wall, watching arms reach up, clothes lifted off, long hair falling back, then dropping down in front of the other shadow, that one, the bigger one, he head falling back.
The smaller one came back up, they seemed to embrace, and then both shadows sank lower and disappeared from view below the window line.
The dim light continued to glow and I remained there for five more minutes, ten, waiting for... what? For her to come down? For this to be a mistake?
But nothing changed. The party continued below and the light remained on above, my girlfriend in that bedroom with another man, and the light went out, only to be replaced with the flicker of a lit candle.
I turned away and walked home alone through the dark streets. I got into bed in our empty apartment and waited for tomorrow, when she'd promised we'd talk, when she'd explain everything and tell me whatever version of the truth she thought would pass this time.
I didn't sleep, just lay there staring at the ceiling, listening to the silence, and wondered when exactly I'd stopped being her boyfriend and started being the person she had to manage, the person she had to reassure, the person she came back to after spending the night with Julius.
But she didn't come home Sunday. Sunday evening, I texted: When are you coming back? There was no response and it was not even read this time. I called. It went straight to voicemail.
Monday morning, I had class and went through the motions. I took notes without processing them. Between lectures, I checked my phone obsessively. Nothing. Monday evening: Sarah, I'm getting worried. Can you just let me know you're okay?
An hour later, finally: I'm fine! Sorry, phone keeps dying. See you soon!
Three days at the football house. with Julius. Tuesday she finally came home. I heard her key in the lock around two. The door opened and there she was, duffle bag over her shoulder wearing clothes I didn't recognize, a large men's hoodie hanging off her.
Her hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun. "Hey!"
She smiled like nothing was wrong, like she'd been gone for an hour, not three days. "Sorry, I texted you I was on my way but I think it didn't send."
She hadn't texted me. "Where have you been?"
"I told you I might crash there." She dropped her bag, kicked off her shoes. "God, I'm exhausted. I need a shower."
She turned toward the bathroom and that's when I saw it. Her neck, a  dark purple mark just below her ear. Another one lower, too, near her collarbone, visible above the hoodie's neckline. "Sarah."
"Hmm?" She looked back. I pointed at my own neck and her hand flew up, touching the marks. "Oh. Yeah. I know. It's so stupid."
"What happened?"
"We were drunk and messing around and someone had a vacuum, like, an actual vacuum cleaner, and people were giving each other hickeys with it as a joke. I told them not to but..." She shrugged, already moving away. "It'll fade in a few days."
A vacuum cleaner. That was the explanation she was going with. "Sarah, stop."
She turned around. "What?"
"You were gone for three days."
"Two and a half, technically. I came back today."
"You said you'd be back Sunday."
"Plans changed. It was fun, people wanted to keep hanging out. Why are you being weird about this?" I
crossed over to her. She backed up, instinctive, defensive. I gently pulled down the collar of the hoodie. There were more marks all down her neck, her collarbone, her shoulder. Different sizes, different shades of purple and red. Some looked fresh and some were already yellowing at the edges, days old. "A vacuum," I said flatly.
"I know it sounds stupid.”
"This is a hickey, Sarah. These are all hickeys."
"Okay, fine! Yes. People were giving each other hickeys. It was a party game. It doesn't mean anything."
I let go of the hoodie and stepped back. "Who gave them to you?"
"I don't know, different people, everyone was.”
"Was one of them Julius?"
She looked away. "I don't remember. Maybe. I was drunk."
"Sarah."
"What do you want me to say?" She was getting defensive now, that familiar pattern. "That I spent three days at a party and some stuff happened? Okay, fine. Some stuff happened. But it's not what you think."
"What do I think?"
"That I slept with him. That I cheated on you. That's what you're thinking, right? That's what you always think."
She pushed past me, heading for the bedroom. "We're just friends. I keep telling you that but you don't trust me."
I followed her. "Friends don't give each other hickeys."
"Friends do lots of things when they're drunk and having fun and not overthinking everything like you always do!" She was pulling off the hoodie now, tossing it aside. There were more marks on her arms, and finger-shaped bruises on her biceps like someone had gripped her hard. She saw me looking and pulled on one of my t-shirts to cover them.
"I need you to be honest with me," I said quietly.
"I am being honest."
"Did you have sex with Julius?"
She froze. She turned to look at me and her eyes went wide, wounded. "How can you even ask me that?"
"Because you have hickeys all over your body. Because you were gone for three days. Because…”
"Because you don't trust me. Because no matter what I say, you've already decided what happened."
She sat on the bed, put her face in her hands. "I can't do this anymore."
"Can't do what?"
"Defend myself constantly. Prove myself. This relationship was supposed to be fun and easy and now it's just... it's exhausting."
She looked up at me. " Julius doesn't make me feel like this." The words hung in the air between us.
"What does Julius make you feel like?" I asked.
She realized what she'd said and backtracked. "I just mean... he's easy to be around. There's no drama. No accusations. He just... trusts me."
"He trusts you because he's not your boyfriend."
"Neither are you if you think I'm cheating on you."
The circular logic was killing me, he reversals. Somehow I was the problem again. "Did anything physical happen between you and Julius?" I tried again, slower, clearer.
She sighed long and dramatically. "We kissed. Once. Okay?  Saturday night. We were drunk and it just... happened. But it didn't mean anything. It was stupid. I told him it couldn't happen again."
She was admitting to a kiss. I made as though relief flooded through me. “Maybe that really is all it was, just a drunken kiss. We can work through that.”
Except I'd watched them through the window, watched the shadows, knew it was more than a kiss. But she at least started with a  small confession, just enough truth to make the lie believable.
"Just a kiss?" I said.
"Just a kiss. I swear."
She stood up, came to me, took my hands. "I'm sorry. I should have told you right away. But I knew you'd react like this and I just... I was scared." Her eyes were wet and she looked vulnerable. She looked honest and real
Maybe it really was just kissing I saw.
"It can't happen again," I said.
"It won't. I promise." She squeezed my hands. "Can we please just move past this? I don't want to fight anymore."
“I guess.”
She hugged me and held on tight. I could smell Julius's cologne in her hair. "I'm gonna shower," she said. "Order food? I'm starving."
She disappeared into the bathroom and I heard the water start. I stood in the bedroom looking at the hoodie she'd discarded on the floor, the size of it, definitely Julius's.
My phone buzzed. Jake: Dude, you okay? Heard Sarah was at the football house all weekend.
Everyone knew, everyone heard. Everyone except me had known what was happening. I deleted the text without responding.
Thursday morning, I had an early shift. I left before Sarah woke up. When I came back around three, she was in the bedroom, packing. It wasn’t her overnight bag, though, it was a small duffle, the one she used for gym.
I stood in the doorway, watching. She was being methodical, her good makeup bag, the expensive one. Extra toothbrush. Travel-size toiletries. A change of clothes. Her nice underwear. "Going somewhere?" I asked.
She jumped , hadn't heard me come in. "Oh, hey! Yeah, just..." She gestured vaguely at the bag. "Packing some stuff to keep over there."
"Over where?" “
At the football house. You know, so I don't have to bring a big bag every time. Just easier to have some basics there."
Every time? “Sarah, we talked about this."
"Talked about what?" She was folding a top now, placing it carefully in the duffle.
"About you and Julius. About it not happening again."
"Right. And it's not." She looked up at me, confused. "I'm just keeping some stuff there for when I hang out. Like you said it was okay for me to have friends and go to parties. Remember? You said you trusted me."
I hadn't said that. Or had I? The conversation from yesterday was already fuzzy, her words twisting in my memory. "I didn't say you could start staying there regularly."
"Not regularly. Don’t be silly, just... sometimes. A few nights a week maybe, when it gets too late. She said it so casually like it was already decided.
"It's closer to some of my morning classes. This way I don’t keep you up at night when you have to get up early.”
“At Julius's house."
"At the football house. Lots of people are there. There’s some girls there.” She zipped up the toiletry bag. "You're doing it again. Making it weird when it's not weird."
"How is this not weird?"
"Because!" She threw up her hands. "Because friends crash at friends' places! Because I'm allowed to have a life that doesn't revolve entirely around you! Because you said you trusted me!"
I watched her pack her nicest bras, the lacy ones, into a bag she was taking to stay at the man's house. "When are you planning to stay there?" I asked.
"I don't know. Tonight, maybe. Tomorrow." She shrugged. "Depends on the week. I'll let you know."
She was going back tonight, less than 24 hours after finally coming home. "And you think this is normal?" I said.  "You think this is what girlfriends do?"
She stopped packing and turned to face me full on. "I think this is what girlfriends do when they need space because their boyfriends are suffocating them with jealousy and accusations."
"Sarah.”
"I'm trying here. I am. I'm trying to balance everything, school, our relationship, my friendships. But you make it impossible." Her eyes were getting wet again. "I admitted I made a mistake. I told you about the kiss. I've been completely honest. And you're still not satisfied. You still don't trust me."
The one kiss, as though that was the whole truth, according to her. Not the three days, not the hickeys covering her body, not the shadows I'd watched through the window. Just one kiss.
"How long are you planning to do this?" I asked. "Stay there a few nights a week?"
"I don't know. Just sometimes. When he…” she stopped herself. “He’s always busy with football and games out of town and practices. He’s not home as much as you think. He doesn’t have time to look after a …”
“Look after a girlfriend?”
She came over, put her hand on my chest. “I’m already your girlfriend, don’t be silly. You look after me so well. This is just some space for you to breathe. We'll appreciate each other more this way.”
Her hand felt warm through my shirt. I could see the hickeys on her neck.
“Well,” I heard myself say.
"Yeah?" She brightened. "You're can be okay with it?”
I wasn't okay with it. Nothing about this was okay. But what was I supposed to do? Forbid her? Lock her in the apartment? Prove her point about me being controlling? "Yeah I guess,” I said. “I don’t know.”
She kissed me quick and light. "Thank you for being so understanding. This is why I love you. You so get it. I told him you would.”
She went back to packing and added her laptop charger, her headphones, a book. "I'll probably head over there after dinner," she said. " Julius said they're doing a movie night."
Julius said. "Cool," I managed. She finished packing and zipped up the duffle and set it by the door like it was the most natural thing in the world.
My girlfriend was packing a bag to stay at another man's house multiple nights a week and somehow, according to her, I'd agreed to this, somehow this was normal. Somehow this was my fault for not trusting her.
I ordered food she picked out and we ate together on the couch watching Netflix, like a normal girlfriend and boyfriend on a normal Thursday. At about seven-thirty, her phone buzzed and she leapt up and kissed me goodbye. "I'll text you later," she promised. “But don't wait up. My stupid phone.”
“It always not connecting.”
“Right?” She grabbed her duffle and left. I sat on the couch listening to her footsteps fade down the hallway. I heard the building door open and close and I heard, faintly, a car door, an engine starting. The bass started thumping. It was the black SUV, right on time.
I went to the window and watched her toss her duffle in the back seat and watched her climb into the passenger seat and I saw Julius lean over and kiss her with the car already sliding away.
It was not a friend kiss, it was a real kiss, deep and claiming. She kissed him back and they drove away.
I stood at the window alone in our apartment, trying to figure out how I'd become the person who waved goodbye while his girlfriend went to spend the night with another man, trying to figure out when exactly I'd stopped fighting and when I'd started accepting.
Three weeks into this new arrangement, Sarah usually seemed to stay at the football house Sunday through Tuesday, Wednesday to Saturday being serious football time.
She came home Wednesday and we'd have dinner, watch TV, sleep in the same bed. She'd be affectionate, cuddly, even, and kiss me goodnight. Then Sunday would come and she'd pack her duffle again. “Going to my friend’s,” she would call from the door.
“Have a good one.”
It became routine.This was just how our relationship worked now. I stopped asking questions and stopped checking her phone and I stopped standing at the window watching the black SUV pick her up.  What was the point?
Monday afternoon, I was home, attempting to study for midterms, organic chemistry formulas blurring together on the page. The apartment door burst open and Sarah rushed in, breathless and still in the clothes she'd left in Sunday, jeans, that crop top, Julius's Stanford hoodie over it.
"Hey! Sorry, I just need to grab something quick, "
"You're back," I said, setting down my textbook.
"Just for a sec.” She was already heading to the bedroom, rifling through her dresser. "I forgot my good moisturizer and my skin is like, dying."
I followed her to the doorway. "Sarah."
"Hmm?" She found what she was looking for and clutched the bottle.
"Can we talk?"
"Not right now, babe. Julius is waiting downstairs. We're going to …”
"I don't care what you're going to do with Julius."
The words came out harder than I intended. "I need to talk to you. Now."
She turned to face me, irritation flickering across her face. "Seriously? Right now?"
"When else? You're never here."
"That's not fair.”
"Isn't it?" I stepped into the room, blocking the doorway. "You live there now. You just keep some clothes here."
"Don't be so dramatic." She tried to move past me but I didn't budge.
"Sarah, this isn't working."
"What isn't working?" Her eyes were darting to her phone, checking the time. She was worried about making Julius wait.
"This. Us. Whatever this is." I gestured between us. "You have a boyfriend and it's not me."
"Oh my god, not this again, "
"You're staying at his house three nights a week. You leave here on Sunday and I don't see you until Wednesday. You smell like him. You wear his clothes. You…”
"We talked about this! You said you were okay with it!" She was getting angry now, defensive. "You said you we needed space from each other!”
"I didn't think space meant moving in with another guy!"
"I didn't move in with him! I'm just staying there! There’s six bedrooms in that house.”
"Don't lie to me." My voice was quiet now. "Don't stand here and lie to my face."
Something shifted in her expression. Her breathing changed and was faster now, shallower. Her pupils dilated. "I need to go," she said, but she didn't move.
"No."
"Julius is waiting, he hates that. "
"Let him wait." I reached out, not thinking, and caught her wrist enough to keep her from leaving. Her reaction was immediate and unmistakable. Her breath hitched and her lips parted. A flush spread across her cheeks and down her neck. Her eyes went dark.
"Don't," she whispered, but it didn't sound like a warning. It sounded like something else entirely. I stared at her. "Sarah?"
She pulled against my grip, not to get away, but testing it, seeing if I'd hold on. Which I did. She made a small sound in the back of her throat. The moisturizer bottle fell from her other hand, hit the floor.
"What," I started, but she was already moving, closing the distance between us, her mouth finding mine.
The kiss was desperate and hungry, and nothing like the sweet, chaste kisses we'd shared. This was raw and urgent and tasted like three weeks of frustration and anger and even something darker. She was pulling at my shirt and I was backing her toward the wall, still holding her wrist, and she gasped when her back hit it.
"We shouldn’t,”  I tried, but she silenced me with another kiss. "Shut up," she breathed against my mouth. Everything happened fast after that, frantic and graceless. We didn't make it to the bedroom, just the floor right there in the hallway, then stumbling to the couch. Her hands were everywhere and my hands were answering. There was a desperate urgency to it, like we were both trying to prove something or reclaim something or just burn off three weeks of tension in ten minutes.
It was rough and exhausting. There was nothing tender about it. When it was over, we lay tangled on the couch, both of us breathing hard, covered in sweat and not even undressed, just everything pushed aside or yanked down to the knees.
For a moment, it felt like before, like we used to be, only much more. Then Sarah's phone buzzed. She jolted like she'd been shocked and scrambled up, searching for it in the pile of discarded clothes. She found it and studied the screen like every letter mattered and her face went pale. "Shit. Shit shit shit."
She was up grabbing her clothes, pulling them on frantically. "Sarah.”
"I have to go. I'm so late." She was in the bathroom now and I could hear the faucet running. "Oh my god, oh my god.”
I got up, pulled on my jeans and went to the bathroom door. She was at the mirror, wiping at her neck with a washcloth. Her skin was red there from my mouth and my teeth. "No no no!”
"He's going to see this."
"Maybe he should."
"You don't understand." She was pulling out her makeup bag now, the one she kept here and began to frantically apply concealer with shaking hands. "He'll think I …” She stopped.
"Think you what?" I asked quietly.
"Nothing. Never mind." She was blending the concealer, checking the coverage. "God, I look like a mess." She laughed but with panic. Her hair was disheveled, her lips were swollen. She had that just-fucked look that was unmistakable.
She wet her hands, tried to smooth down her hair and reapplied her lipstick with trembling fingers. She fxed her mascara where it had smudged. "Sarah, we need to talk. "
"Not now. I have to go." She was checking herself in the mirror one more time. She turned to me, her face made-up and perfect. “How do I look?”
“You look beautiful.”
“Does it look like I just…?”
I knew what she meant and I shook my head no.
She tugged at her clothes trying to make them look less yanked. She stepped back from me and stood straight and tall. “How do I look?"
“You look like you just had sex and like you’re rying to hide it from someone.
She grinned wide. “Wrong answer, doofus.”
“You look fine," I said.
"Okay. Okay good." She grabbed her phone and the moisturizer bottle from where it had fallen and she started for the door.
"Sarah."
She stopped, her hand on the doorknob but she didn't turn around.
"Are you worried Julius will think you cheated on him?"
That's not, I didn't mean it like that." But her voice was small and guilty.
"You're more worried about him than me."
She turned and her eyes set on me. "I have to go. He's been waiting for like twenty minutes. He's going to be so mad." She opened the door. "I'll see you... I don't know. Wednesday maybe?" She hesitated. "I'm sorry."
For what? For cheating on Julius with me? For making him wait? For everything? She didn't clarify, she just left. I heard her footsteps running down the hallway and running back to him.
I went to the window. The black SUV was still there, idling. I could see Julius in the driver's seat, phone in hand looking annoyed. Sarah burst out of the building and practically sprinted to the passenger side. She yanked open the door and even from three floors up, I could see him turn to her, I could see his expression change from annoyance to something else, suspicion, maybe. Scrutiny.
She was talking fast, gesturing and making excuses. I could see her touch his arm, placating him apologetic. He reached out, grabbed her chin and turned her face toward the light examining her. She pulled back and laughed, but  I could tell even from here it was nervous, forced. She kept talking and he stared at her for a long moment.
Then let her go and she climbed the rest of the way in and the door closed.
The SUV didn't move for a full minute. I could see them in there, him still looking at her, her still talking, explaining, defending. Finally the car pulled away.
I stood at the window long after they'd disappeared, trying to process what just happened. My girlfriend had just rushed back to another man after having sex with me. She had panicked about evidence on her body, not because she'd betrayed me, but because she'd betrayed him. She was more worried more about his reaction fucking me than mine from fucking him.
She had literally run back to him, leaving me standing alone in our apartment, and the worst part was that some fucked-up piece of me had been desperate for those ten minutes. I needed to feel like she was mine again, even knowing she wasn’t, even knowing she'd go right back to him.
I looked down at the empty parking spot and then I went back to the couch where we'd been all day and found her forgotten hair tie wedged in the cushions. I picked it up and turned it over in my hands and wondered if she'd even notice it was missing or if she had a spare one at Julius's place, in the drawer she probably used in his bedroom now, in the life she was living there, while I sat here alone with midterms and organic chemistry and the fading scent of her perfume.
I sat down on the couch and stared at the wall and tried to figure out when exactly I'd become the other man in my own relationship.
I didn't hear from her the rest of Monday or Tuesday. I texted: Are you coming home for dinner tonight?
Three hours later: Sorry, probably not. Super busy with midterms. I'll let you know if I’m coming, put in fridge
Super busy with midterms at the football house?
Wednesday, I saw her on campus by pure chance. I was cutting through the quad between classes, and there she was sitting on a bench with Emma and another girl I didn't recognize laughing at something on her phone. I stopped walking and just watched her for a moment.
She looked happy and relaxed. The spring sun caught her hair. She'd curled it that morning, I could tell from the way it fell. She was wearing a dress I'd never seen before, yellow, flowy and pretty. She looked beautiful.
But she looked like a stranger. I pulled out my phone and thought about texting her. Hey, I can see you from here. Something light and casual, an excuse to talk. But then Julius appeared. He walked up behind the bench and Sarah's whole face lit up. She turned, tilted her head back, and he leaned down and kissed her deep right there in the middle of campus not hiding anything and not caring who saw.
Emma and the other girl didn't even react like this was normal and expected. The kiss lasted too long to be casual. When they broke apart, Julius sat down on the armrest of the bench, his arm around Sarah's shoulders and she leaned into him, fitting perfectly against his side. He even leaned over and put a kiss on Emma’s lips and then the other girl, too, and they smiled so deeply at him.
Her phone buzzed and she checked it. It was my message. She glanced up and saw me right away. She typed something quickly, then put the phone away and turned her attention back to Julius, to whatever he was saying to them. Smiled up at him with that look.
I stood there for another minute watching my girlfriend be someone else's girlfriend in broad daylight and in front of everyone. Then I turned around and went to class. 
Her text said, Stop staring,perv! Lol.
Wednesday night, Jake found me at home halfway through a six-pack, staring at nothing. "Dude," he said, dropping his backpack at the door. "You okay?"
"Fine."
"You look like shit."
"Thanks."
He grabbed a beer from the fridge, sat down on the opposite end of the couch. We sat in silence for a while.
"Sarah's not here again?" he finally asked.
"Nope."
"She coming back?"
I shrugged and there was more silence.
"Man, I'm gonna say something and you're probably gonna get pissed at me," Jake said. "But someone needs to say it."
"Don't."
"You know what's going on, right? Like, you know?"
"I know."
"Then why are you still…” He gestured vaguely at me, at the apartment, at the situation.
"Why haven't you ended it?"
It was a good question. I'd been asking myself the same thing for weeks. "I don't know."
"Bullshit. You know. You just don't want to say it."
I took a long drink. "Maybe I'm hoping it'll get better."
"It's not going to get better. It's going to keep getting worse until you grow balls and end it."
"Fuck you, Jake."
"See? There's some fight in you. Use it on her, not on me."
He leaned forward. "Seriously, man. Everyone knows. Everyone's seen them together. People are starting to feel bad for you. Like, genuinely sorry for you. Is that what you want?"
"What I want is for my girlfriend to be my girlfriend."
"She's not though. She's his girlfriend. You're just the guy she keeps around because you pay half the rent and don't make her feel bad about fucking someone else."
The words landed like punches. “You need to break up with her," Jake said, gentler now. "You need to tell her it's over and block her number and move on. Because this? This is pathetic. And you're better than this."
"Am I?"
"Yeah. You are. You're a good guy who got involved with a girl who's a selfish piece of shit. It happens. But you don't have to keep letting it happen."
I finished my beer and crushed the can. "What if I can't?" "
Can't what?"
"Can't end it. Can't let her go."
Jake looked at me for a long moment and then sighed. "Then I guess you're gonna keep living like this waiting around for the scraps of her attention leftover after she fucks Julius’s brain out every fucking night in that football house.”
He stood up and gabbed his backpack. "I'm going to Katie's. Try not to drink yourself to death." He paused at the door. "And for what it's worth? You deserve better than this. Even if you don't believe it."
He left and I sat there alone with the remaining beers and the truth I didn't want to face. Jake was right, of course. I should end it and should have ended it weeks ago. Months ago. That first night at the party when Julius carried her upstairs.
But I didn't. Because some pathetic part of me kept hoping and kept believing that if I just trusted her enough, loved her enough, gave her enough space, she'd choose me. She'd come back and she'd be mine again.
Except she wasn't mine and maybe she never had been. I was just the placeholder, the safe option, the one who'd be there if and when Julius got bored or when the football season ended or when she needed someone to make her feel like she wasn't the person she'd become.
My phone buzzed. Sarah: Miss you Maybe I'll come over?
Maybe. If Julius was busy, if she had time between being his girlfriend and pretending to be mine.
I stared at the message before typing: We need to talk Deleted it. Typed: About what we talked about Friday... Deleted it. Typed: I think we should break up Stared at it for a full minute and deleted it., too. When you think? I wrote.
I put the phone down and opened another beer, because Jake was right about one thing, I was pathetic. But knowing it didn't change it, it didn't make me strong enough to end it, it didn't make me even love her less, even as I hated what she was doing to me.
I sat there in the dark, drinking, waiting for a text that might never come, from a girlfriend who was probably already worked up in another man's bed, and I tried to remember who I used to be before Sarah and Julius and before I became the kind of person who accepted this.
But I couldn't remember. This was who I was now, the guy who waited, the guy who hoped, the guy who stayed in place, even when every rational part of him knew he should move on.
I can sneak over now!! came the reply. I’ll tell him I have to change out some clothes
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