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I had twenty minutes before Derek got home from practice and I was still in bed with his roommate.
"You need to get out of here,” I whispered, pushing at Connor's bare shoulder. The sheets were tangled around our legs and I could smell his cologne on my skin, sharp and citrusy, something that Derek would definitely notice. "Please, Connor. He's going to be here any minute."
Connor rolled onto his side, propped his head up on his hand. His hair was sticking up where I'd pushed my fingers through it, and he had that lazy smile on his face, the one that had gotten me into trouble in the first place. "Relax. Practice always runs late on Thursdays."
"Not always." I sat up, clutching the sheet to my chest even though he'd already seen everything. My hands were shaking as I reached for my top on the floor. It was inside out. "Last week he was home by four."
"Last week Coach Reynolds wasn't there." Connor stretched, completely unconcerned, muscles shifting under his skin. "Assistant coaches always let them out early. Reynolds makes them run drills until five at least."
"What if he forgot something? What if he comes back early?" My voice was getting higher, panicky. I shoved my arms through the sleeves of my shirt, yanked it over my head. It caught on my ponytail and I had to fight with it. "Oh my god, what if he's already coming up here?"
"He's not coming up here." Connor sat up finally, reached for his boxers from the floor. “You can hear everybody on the stairs through this wall. I know who’s running practice this week.”
"You checked?" I stared at him. "You planned this?"
"I planned on being prepared." He stepped into his boxers, pulled them up. "There's a difference."
I found my skirt wedged between the bed and the wall, pulled it on without bothering to find my underwear first. My hands fumbled with the button. It took three tries to get it through the hole. "Where's my bra?"
"I don't know." Connor looked around the room, completely casual like we were looking for lost keys instead of evidence. "Maybe it's under the bed?"
I dropped to my knees, peered under Derek's bed. Dust bunnies, a couple of textbooks, one sock. No bra. "It's not here."
"Check the other side."
I scrambled around the bed, checked under there too. Nothing. My chest was getting tight, my breathing coming too fast. "Connor, I can't find it. I can't find my bra."
"It's got to be somewhere." He pulled his t-shirt on, stood there looking around with his hands on his hips like this was a puzzle to solve instead of a catastrophe. "You were wearing it when you got here, right?"
"Of course I was wearing it!" I stood up too fast, got dizzy, had to grab a desk to steady myself. "I don't just walk around campus without a bra."
"Hey, hey." He walked over, put his hands on my shoulders. His touch made my skin burn with shame. "Breathe. Just breathe. We'll find it."
I jerked away from him. "Don't touch me."
"Okay." He held up his hands. "I'm not touching you."
I pressed my palmsst my eyes, tried to think, tried to remember. We'd been standing by the door when he first kissed me. I'd come over to drop off Derek's sweatshirt that he'd left at my dorm last weekend. Connor had answered the door. Derek wasn't back yet. Connor had said I should wait inside. I said okay. Then we were talking. Then he was standing close. Then his hand was on my waist. Then my back wasst the wall and his mouth was on mine and I was kissing him back.
"The door," I said. “You took my top off by the door.”
I darted across the room, started searching. There was a pile of shoes, a backpack, a jacket on a hook. I threw everything aside, desperate now. My fingers closed on lace and I yanked it out from under a sweater.
"Got it," I said, holding it up briefly proudly.
Connor was pulling on his jeans now, zipping them up. "See? Everything's fine."
"Everything is not fine." I turned my back to him, pulled off my top. My hands were shaking so hard I could barely get my bra on. The clasp kept slipping through my fingers. "This is the opposite of fine."
"You're making it worse than it is."
I spun around, shirt still off, bra barely fastened. "I just cheated on my boyfriend with his roommate in his bed. How could it possibly be worse?"
"You could have gotten caught." Connor came over, lifted my pony tail, kissed the back of my neck, and did up the clasp on my bra. My head fell sideways briefly, trapping his hand on my shoulder where he lingered with a touch. He sat on the edge of Derek's bed now, started putting on his socks. "But you didn't. So everything's fine."
I pulled my shirt back on, right side out this time, and smoothed it down over my stomach. It smelled like Connor now. Everything smelled like Connor. "I need to shower."
"Then go shower."
"I can't shower here. Derek will wonder why I'm showering."
"So shower at your dorm." Connor stood up, grabbed his phone from the nightstand, checked the time. "You've got fifteen minutes to get across campus. Plenty of time."
"What if he sees me leaving?"
"Tell him you were dropping off his sweatshirt and you have to get to class."
"I don't have class until six."
"Then tell him you have to study. Tell him anything." Connor walked to the mirror on the back of the door, ran his fingers through his hair to flatten it. "You're overthinking this."
I grabbed my backpack from where I'd dropped it by the door, checked to make sure I had everything. Phone, wallet, keys, the stupid sweatshirt I'd come here to return in the first place. It was still folded neatly in the front pocket where I'd put it this morning before any of this happened.
"I have to go," I said.
"Okay." Connor didn't look at me, just kept fixing his hair. "See you around."
I stared at his back, at the casual way he was standing there like nothing had happened, like we hadn't just ruined everything. "That's it? See you around?"
He turned, gave me that smile, the dangerous one. "What do you want me to say?"
"I don't know." My throat felt tight. "Something more than see you around.”
"This doesn't have to be a big deal, Mara." He walked over, stood close enough that I had to tilt my head back to look up at him. "We both wanted it. It happened. Now it's over."
"It shouldn't have happened."
"But it did." His hand came up, tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. The gesture was tender and it made me want to cry. "And you know what? I'm not sorry."
I stepped back and away from his touch. "Well I am."
"Are you?" His eyes were dark, knowing. "Because you didn't seem sorry twenty minutes ago when you were . . . “
"Stop." I put my hand up. "Don't."
"I'm just saying." He shrugged. "You wanted this as much as I did."
"I have a boyfriend."
"I know. He's my roommate." Connor tilted his head. "Kind of makes it hotter, doesn't it?" He grinned sideways.
"You're disgusting." But my face was burning and he could see it.
"And you're a liar." He leanedst the doorframe, blocking my exit. "You want to pretend this was some mistake, fine. But we both know you've been looking at me for weeks."
"I haven't . . . “
"You have." He crossed his arms. "Every time you come over. Every time we're all hanging out. You watch me when you think no one's paying attention."
"That's not true."
"It is true." He wasn't smiling anymore. "And I've been looking back."
I couldn't breathe. The room felt too small, too hot. I could hear a door slam somewhere down the hall, voices in the stairwell. Someone was coming.
"Move," I said. "I need to leave."
He shifted slightly, enough that I could squeeze past him. My shoulder brushed his chest and the contact sent electricity through me. Wrong electricity. Shameful electricity.
I yanked the door open, stepped out into the hallway. My legs felt weak and I had to concentrate on walking normally, like everything was fine, like I was just another student going to class.
Behind me I heard Connor say, "Friday night. Derek's going to that away game."
I didn't turn around. Didn't acknowledge that I'd heard him butjJust kept walking.
But I knew I'd come.
I made it halfway across the quad before I had to stop and sit on one of the benches near the library. My legs were shaking too badly to keep walking and I was afraid I might actually throw up right there on the pathway.
Students streamed past me in both directions, heading to late afternoon classes or the dining hall or wherever normal people who hadn't just destroyed their relationships went at four fifteen on a Thursday. Nobody looked at me. Nobody could tell just by looking that I was different now, that I had crossed some line I couldn't uncross.
I pulled out my phone with trembling fingers. Three texts from Derek.
Practice running late. Probably be home around 5:30.
Want to grab dinner after? That Thai place you like?
Love you.
The last message had been sent twelve minutes ago. Right around the time Connor's mouth had been on my neck and I'd been digging my fingernails into his shoulders, my back arching up.
I typed back with hands that wouldn't stay steady. Sounds good. Love you too.
The words looked normal on the screen, perfectly ordinary like I was still the same person who had woken up that morning planning to surprise my boyfriend by returning his favorite sweatshirt. Like the last hour hadn't happened at all.
My phone buzzed immediately with Derek's response, a string of heart emojis and Can't wait to see you.
I shoved the phone back in my pocket and pressed my handsst my face. My skin was hot and I could still smell Connor on my fingers. That citrus cologne mixed with something else, something that was so him. I wanted to scrub my hands raw but the nearest bathroom was all the way across the quad and I didn't trust my legs to carry me that far.
"You okay?"
I jerked my hands down. A girl I recognized from my psychology class was standing there with her backpack slung over a shoulder, looking at me with concern.
"I'm fine," I said quickly. "Just tired."
"You sure? You look kind of pale." She shifted her weight, clearly debating whether to push the issue. "Do you need me to walk you somewhere?"
"No, really, I'm okay. Just didn't eat enough lunch." I forced a smile that felt like it might crack my face in half. "Low blood sugar."
"Okay, well, there's granola bars in the vending machine right inside if you need one." She pointed toward the library entrance. "Take care of yourself."
"I will. Thanks."
She walked away and I watched her go, wondering what it felt like to be someone whose biggest problem was whether or not to help a classmate who looked unwell, someone who moved through the world without carrying this weight, this awful knowledge of what they were capable of.
I stood up slowly, testing my legs. They held. I started walking, aiming for my dorm across campus. If I could just get there, get to my room, get in the shower, maybe I could wash this feeling off, along with the physical evidence.
The walk took forever. Every person I passed felt like they could see right through me, like there was a sign over my head flashing what I had done. My roommate's boyfriend nodded at me as we crossed paths near the student center. I nodded back automatically, my face frozen in something approximating normal.
My dorm was blessedly quiet when I finally reached it. Most people were still at classes or the library. I took the stairs two at a time, fumbled my key into the lock, practically fell through the door into the room I shared with Jessica.
She wasn't there. Her side of the room was its usual organized chaos, textbooks stacked on her desk, her bed made with the pink comforter her mom had sent from home. My side looked abandoned by comparison. I hadn't made my bed in three days and there were clothes everywhere.
I grabbed my shower caddy and a towel, checked the hallway before heading to the bathroom. Empty. The shower stalls were all vacant and I locked myself in the furthest one, the one with the strongest water pressure.
I turned the water as hot as it would go and stripped out of my clothes, leaving them in a heap on the floor. The mirror on the inside of the stall door was fogged already from the steam and I was grateful I couldn't see my reflection.
Under the scalding spray I scrubbed every inch of skin Connor had touched, used half a bar of soap on my neck alone where he had kissed me to oblivion. I scrubbed between my legs with a pad of steel wool soaked in acid. Washed my hair twice with the cheap shampoo from the drugstore. I stayed under the water until my skin peeled off.
When I finally stepped out, wrapped in my towel, I felt marginally more human. At least I didn't smell like him anymore. I gathered my dirty clothes and shoved them deep into my laundry bag. I would wash them later, maybe throw them away. I never wanted to see that top.
Back in my room, I pulled on clean clothes, jeans that Derek had never seen me in, a sweater Jessica had left on my bed last week asking if I wanted to borrow it. I combed out my wet hair, didn't bother with makeup. My face in the mirror looked younger without it, more innocent. The irony wasn't lost on me.
My phone buzzed. It was Derek.
Just got out. Heading home to shower. Pick you up at 6?
I looked at the time. Five forty-three. I had seventeen minutes to pull myself together, to become the girl Derek thought he was dating, the girl who would be excited about Thai food and would listen to him talk about practice and would kiss him goodnight outside my dorm without thinking about his roommate.
Perfect, I typed back. See you soon.
I sat on my bed and tried to remember who that girl was, tried to find her somewhere inside myself. She had existed that morning when I woke up. She had made coffee in the common room and complained to Jessica about her statistics homework and texted Derek that she would stop by later with his sweatshirt.
That girl wouldn't have kissed Connor when he leaned in close. She would have stepped back, laughed it off, made some joke about him being ridiculous. She would have left immediately and texted Derek about his weird roommate making a pass at her.
But I wasn't that girl anymore. That girl had disappeared the second I kissed Connor back, the second I let him walk me backwards toward Derek's bed, the second I helped him pull my shirt over my head.
Jessica burst through the door with her arms full of books and her phone wedged between her shoulder and ear.
"I know, I know," she was saying on her phone, rolling her eyes at me in solidarity. "Yes, I'm eating vegetables. No, I'm not staying up too late. I really have to go, I have so much studying." She made frantic hand gestures at me and I nodded like I understood what she needed even though I had no idea.
She finally hung up and dropped her books on her desk with a theatrical groan. "I swear to god, you'd think I wasn’t twenty."
"Mine’s the same way," I said, even though mine barely called at all anymore. She was too busy with her new boyfriend and her new job to worry much about what I was doing.
"You look nice. Going somewhere?" Jessica flopped onto her bed, already reaching for her laptop.
"Dinner with Derek." I checked my reflection one more time, tucked my hair behind my ears. "Thai food."
"Aw, cute. You guys are so good together." She opened her laptop, the screen casting a blue glow across her face. "Like seriously, true relationship goals."
The words hit me like a slap. I turned away so she wouldn't see my expression. "Yeah, well. He's pretty great."
"You're lucky. All the guys I meet are such tools." She started typing, already absorbed in whatever she was working on. "Hold onto that one."
"I plan to," I said, and the lie tasted like ash in my mouth.
My phone buzzed. Derek was downstairs.
I grabbed my jacket and my bag, told Jessica I would see her later. She waved without looking up from her screen, already lost in her assignment.
The elevator felt like it was moving too fast. My stomach dropped with each floor and by the time I reached the lobby I felt sick. I could see Derek through the glass doors, leaningst his car in the parking lot, scrolling through his phone. He looked up when I pushed through the doors and his whole face lit up in a smile that made my chest ache.
"Hey, beautiful," he said, pushing off the car to meet me halfway. He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me off the ground, spinning me in a circle like he always did, like I weighed nothing. "God, I missed you."
"You saw me yesterday," I said into his shoulder. He smelled like his usual soap, clean and simple. Nothing like Connor's cologne.
"Yeah, but that was a whole day ago." He set me down but kept his arms around me, looking at me like I was something precious. "You okay? You seem quiet."
"Just tired. Long day." I made myself smile up at him. "But I'm better now."
He kissed me, soft and sweet, and I kissed him back and tried not to think about how different it felt from Connor's kiss. How Derek was always gentle, always careful, always making sure I was comfortable . . . but how Connor had been demanding and rough and hadn't asked permission for anything but just took.
"Ready to go?" Derek opened the passenger door for me, waited until I was settled before closing it. He always did that. Always opened doors, always carried my bag when it was heavy, always walked on the street side of the sidewalk.
I watched him walk around to the driver's side and felt something crack open in my chest. He was good. He was so impossibly good, and I was broken and wrong and I didn't deserve him.
He slid into the driver's seat, started the car, reached over to squeeze my hand. "So practice was brutal today. Coach Reynolds had us running this new defensive drill and Marcus kept messing up the rotation."
I listened to him talk and made the appropriate sounds of interest and sympathy. His voice continued on about the practice while I stared out the window and wondered how long I could keep this up. How long ccould I pretend to still be the girl he thought I was?
The Thai restaurant was only ten minutes away but the drive felt endless. Derek kept talking about basketball, about how Coach Reynolds was considering him for captain next year, about the away game on Friday that would be his chance to prove himself. I nodded and smiled and said congratulations when it seemed appropriate.
"You're sure you're okay?" he asked as he pulled into the parking lot. "You seem really out of it."
"I promise I'm fine. Just have a headache coming on." I unbuckled my seatbelt, reached for the door handle. "Food will help."
Inside, the restaurant was warm and smelled like lemongrass and chili paste. We got our usual table in the back corner and Derek ordered for both of us without asking because he knew what I liked, pad thai with extra peanuts, spring rolls, Thai iced tea. He was good at remembering details like that.
While we waited for the food, he reached across the table and took my hand. His thumb traced circles on my palm and I had to resist the urge to pull away.
"I'm really glad we're doing this," he said. "Feels like we haven't had much time together lately."
"We hung out on Tuesday," I pointed out.
"I know, but that was with everyone else. Connor and Marcus and all them." He squeezed my hand. "I meant just us. Like this."
The mention of Connor's name made my stomach twist. I took a long drink of water to avoid having to respond right away.
"I was thinking," Derek continued, "maybe this weekend we could do something special. Like actually go somewhere. There's that state park about an hour away with the hiking trails. We could pack a picnic, make a day of it."
"You have the away game Friday," I reminded him.
"Yeah, but we'll be back Saturday afternoon. We could go Sunday." He was doing that thing where he got excited about planning something, his eyes bright and hopeful. "Come on, it'll be fun. When's the last time we did something like that?"
"I have a paper due Monday," I said, even though the paper was mostly finished and I could easily spare a few hours on Sunday.
His face fell. "Oh. Right. Yeah, of course. School comes first."
The guilt was going to eat me alive. I could feel it gnawing at my insides, making it hard to breathe. "Maybe we could do it the weekend after," I heard myself say. "When I'm not so swamped."
"Yeah?" His smile came back, full force. "That would be great. I'll look up the trails, find the best one."
The food arrived and I forced myself to eat even though everything tasted like cardboard. Derek talked about his classes, then about how his roommate situation was working out so much better this year than last year, when he'd been stuck with some guy who never cleaned and stayed up until three in the morning playing video games.
"Connor's actually pretty cool," Derek said, twirling noodles around his fork. "Like, he keeps his side clean, doesn't make too much noise. We've got a good system going."
I concentrated very hard on my spring roll, tearing it into smaller and smaller pieces.
"Plus he's good about giving me space when you come over," Derek continued. "Always finds somewhere else to be. Real considerate, you know?"
"Very considerate," I managed to say. The spring roll was demolished now, just shreds of rice paper and vegetables scattered across my plate.
"You've met him a bunch of times, right? What do you think of him?"
I looked up sharply. Derek was just asking casually, making conversation, but my heart started racing. "I don't really know him that well."
"He mentioned you seem cool. Said you guys talked last week when you were waiting for me." Derek speared a piece of chicken. "I'm glad my girlfriend and my roommate get along. Makes life easier."
"When did he say that?" The question came out too fast, too sharp.
Derek looked surprised. "I don't know, couple days ago maybe? Why?"
"No reason. Just curious." I picked up my Thai iced tea, took a long drink through the straw.
"He's going to that party at the Lambda house tomorrow night if you want to go with, since I'll be gone for the game. Something to do anyway.” Derek said this like he was offering me something nice, like the idea of spending time with Connor was a favor.
"I'll probably just study," I said quickly. "Catch up on work."
"You sure? You never go out anymore. Jessica was telling Marcus you've been turning down stuff all semester."
"Jessica needs to mind her own business." The words came out harsher than I intended and Derek blinked.
"Whoa, okay. I didn't mean anything by it." He held up his hands. "I just want you to have fun, that's all. I don't want you sitting in your room alone every Friday night."
"I'm fine sitting in my room. I like sitting in my room." I could hear how defensive I sounded but I couldn't seem to stop. "Not everyone needs to be at parties constantly."
"I know that. I'm just saying." He looked confused now, like he couldn't figure out what he had done wrong. "Are you mad at me?"
"No." I forced myself to soften my tone. "No, I'm sorry. I told you I have a headache. I'm just cranky."
"Do you want to leave? We can get the rest to go."
"No, it's fine. I'll take some aspirin when I get back." I made myself smile at him, made myself reach across the table to touch his hand. "I'm sorry for snapping."
"You don't have to apologize." He turned his hand over, laced his fingers through mine. "I just worry about you sometimes."
"I know you do." The guilt was back, worse than before. "You're sweet."
We finished eating and Derek paid the bill like he always did, even though I offered to split it. He drove me back to my dorm and walked me to the entrance and kissed me goodnight under the light by the door. It was a long kiss, the kind that usually made my knees weak, but all I could think about was getting away from him.
"Text me when you get upstairs," he said when we finally broke apart. "And take something for that headache."
"I will." I watched him walk back to his car, watched him wave before he got in. I waved back and kept the smile on my face until he drove away.
Then I went inside and took the stairs instead of the elevator because I needed the extra time to compose myself. By the time I reached my floor, I had almost convinced myself that I could do this, that I could go back to normal, pretend this afternoon had never happened, be the girlfriend Derek deserved.
Jessica was still at her desk when I came in, surrounded by even more books than before.
"How was dinner?" she asked without looking up.
"Good." I dropped my bag by my bed, kicked off my shoes. "Derek says hi."
"Tell him hi back next time you see him." She highlighted something in her book, made a note in the margin. "Oh, some guy came by looking for you earlier."
My heart stopped. "What guy?"
"I don't know, didn't get his name. Tall, dark hair. Said he was in your English class." She finally looked up. "He left a note on your desk."
I turned slowly toward my desk. There was a folded piece of paper sitting on top of my closed laptop. My hands were shaking as I picked it up and unfolded it.
The handwriting was messy, slanted to the right. Tonight. 8pm. You know where.
There was no signature but there didn't need to be.
"What did he want?" Jessica asked.
I crumpled the note in my fist. "Just something about a group project."
"On a Friday night? That's dedication." She went back to her textbook. "You guys must have a hard professor."
"The hardest," I said quietly.
I threw the note in the trash and got ready for bed even though it was barely eight thirty, brushed my teeth, washed my face, changed into the oversized t-shirt I usually slept in. Jessica asked if I was feeling okay and I told her the headache was getting worse, that I just needed to sleep it off.
I climbed into bed and pulled the covers up to my chin and stared at the ceiling in the dark. From across the room I could hear Jessica typing, the click of her keyboard a steady rhythm. Outside in the hallway, someone's music was playing too loud. A group of girls walked past, laughing about something.
Normal sounds for a normal Thursday night in a college dorm. Everything was exactly the same as it had always been, yesterday and the day before and every day since I had moved in here in August.
Except I was different now. I had crossed a line and there was no going back.
My phone lit up on the nightstand. A text from Derek. Made it home. Sleep well. Love you.
I typed back Love you too and hated myself a little more.
Then I pulled the covers over my head and tried very hard not to think about Friday night at eight.
The next morning I woke up to my alarm at seven and lay in bed staring at the ceiling for a full ten minutes before I could make myself move. Jessica was already gone, her bed neatly made, a note on her desk saying she had an early lab. The room was too quiet without her.
I dragged myself to the shower, went through the motions of getting ready for class, jeans, a plain black sweater, no makeup. I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and didn't bother looking in the mirror before I left. I couldn’t.
My morning classes passed in a blur. I took notes without reading them, nodded when my professors asked questions, packed up my things when everyone else did. At lunch I sat alone in the dining hall and pushed food around my plate until it was time for my afternoon lecture.
Derek texted me around two. Bus leaves at 4 for the game. Wish me luck?
Good luck, I typed back. You'll be great.
Miss you already. See you Sunday?
I stared at the message for a long time before I responded. Sure. Sunday sounds good.
He sent back a string of heart emojis and I put my phone away without reacting to them.
The rest of Friday crept by with agonizing slowness. I went to my statistics class, sat in the back row, copied formulas I would probably never look at. When it was finally over I walked back to my dorm with no real plan except to avoid thinking about what was happening at eight.
Jessica was getting ready for the Lambda party when I got back. She had ironed her hair and was applying mascara in the mirror on the back of our door.
"You sure you don't want to come?" she asked, catching my eye in the reflection. "It's going to be a good time. Marcus said half the basketball team is going even though they have that away game tomorrow."
"I thought they all left at four."
"Just the traveling squad. The benchwarmers are staying back." She finished with the mascara, moved on to lipstick. "Come on, it'll be fun. You've been so hermit-y lately."
"I have work to do."
"You always have work to do." She capped the lipstick, turned to face me. "When's the last time you actually had fun?"
"I have fun."
"Studying doesn't count as fun." She grabbed her jacket from her bed. "Neither does hanging out with just Derek all the time. You need friend time."
"You're my friend. We hang out."
"We live together. That's not the same thing." She checked her phone. "Look, I'm meeting people there at nine. If you change your mind, just come. No pressure."
After she left, the room felt even quieter than it had that morning. I sat on my bed with my statistics textbook open on my lap and read the same paragraph four times without comprehending a single word.
At seven thirty I gave up pretending I was going to study. I closed the textbook, set it aside, lay back on my bed and stared at the ceiling. The note was still in the trash where I had thrown it. I could see the edge of the crumpled paper from where I was lying.
I should not go. I knew I should not go. I should stay here in my room, work on my paper, maybe call my mom, go to bed early. I should delete Connor's number from my phone. I should tell Derek what happened and deal with the consequences. I should do anything except what I was about to do.
At seven forty-five I got up and looked at myself in Jessica's mirror. Ponytail, no makeup, baggy sweater that hung past my hips. I looked like someone who was planning to stay in and study on a Friday night.
I pulled the elastic out of my hair, let it fall around my shoulders. It had dried in loose waves. I ran my fingers through it, tried to give it some shape.
Then I opened Jessica's makeup drawer. She wouldn't mind. We borrowed each other's things all the time.
I started with just mascara. One coat, then two. My eyelashes looked longer, darker. My eyes looked bigger. I added a little eyeliner, just a thin line on my upper lids. Nothing dramatic. Just enough to make a difference.
I found a lip stain in a dusty rose color and applied it carefully. blotted it with tissue like I had seen Jessica do. The color was subtle but it made my lips look fuller, more defined.
I stepped back and examined my reflection. I looked different, more awake, more direct. I looked like someone who had plans.
The sweater had to go. I pulled it off and stood there in my plain white bra and jeans, looking through my closet for something else. Most of my clothes were practical, comfortable, things I could wear to class or to study in the library. Derek liked that I dressed casually, said it was refreshing compared to girls who wore full makeup to lectures at eight in the morning.
I found a fitted black long-sleeved shirt pushed to the back. I had bought it at the beginning of the semester and worn it once before deciding it was too tight. It showed the curve of my waist, hugged my chest in a way that felt too obvious. I had relegated it to the back of the closet and forgotten about it.
I pulled it on now. It fit exactly the way I remembered, which was to say it fit well. Too well. I could see the outline of my bra through the fabric.
I took it off, unhooked my plain white bra, found the black lace one I had bought on sale last month and never worn. It had padding that pushed everything up and together. I fastened it, adjusted myself, pulled the black shirt back on.
Better. Or worse, depending on how you looked at it.
I checked the time on my phone. Seven fifty-eight.
I grabbed my jacket, my keys, my phone. Paused at the door. Turned back and looked at myself one more time in the mirror.
I could still change my mind. I could take off the shirt, wash off the makeup, put my hair back in a ponytail. I could text Connor and tell him I wasn't coming. I could text Derek and tell him I loved him and I was sorry and I had made a terrible mistake.
Instead I turned off the light and left.
The walk across campus felt different at night. There were clusters of students heading to parties, couples walking hand in hand, groups of friends laughing about something. I kept my head down and walked quickly, my hands shoved in my jacket pockets.
Derek and Connor's building looked the same as it always did. I had been here dozens of times, usually in the afternoon to meet Derek after class or to watch movies in his room. The security door was propped open with a textbook like it always was on weekend nights. I slipped inside and took the stairs to the third floor.
The hallway was empty. Most people were either gone for the weekend or already at parties. I could hear music coming from one of the rooms at the far end, but otherwise it was quiet.
I stood outside Derek's door for a long moment. I could hear movement inside, footsteps, the sound of something being moved. Connor was in there, waiting.
I raised my hand to knock, then stopped, lowered my hand, raised it again.
The door opened before I could make contact. Connor stood there in jeans and a grey henley, barefoot, looking completely unsurprised to see me.
"I wasn't sure you'd come," he said, but his smile said he had been absolutely sure.
"I almost didn't." I stayed in the doorway, hadn't crossed the threshold yet.
"But you did." He stepped back, gestured for me to come in. "So are you going to stand in the hallway or are you going to come inside?"
I looked past him into the room. Derek's side was neat as always, his bed made with the blue comforter his mom had sent, his desk organized with textbooks stacked by size. Connor's side was messier, clothes draped over his desk chair, his bed unmade.
I stepped inside and he closed the door behind me. The click of the lock sounded very loud.
"You look different," Connor said, studying my face. "Did you do something?"
"Just a little makeup." I shrugged out of my jacket, suddenly too warm. "It's not a big deal."
"It’s not a bad thing." He took my jacket from me, tossed it onto Derek's desk chair. His eyes traveled down to my shirt and back up. "Definitely not a bad thing."
I crossed my arms over my chest. "Don't make this weird."
"I'm not making it weird. You look really nice.” He walked to his mini fridge, pulled out two beers. "Want one?"
"I don't really drink beer."
"What do you drink?"
"I don't know. Wine, I guess. Sometimes vodka."
"I don't have wine. I have beer or beer." He held up both bottles. "Your choice."
I took one. He twisted the cap off for me before handing it over. I took a sip and tried not to make a face at the taste. It was bitter and yeasty and nothing like the sweet wines Derek sometimes bought for me.
Connor sat on his bed, leaned back against the wall, stretched his legs out. He looked comfortable, relaxed, like this was just a normal Friday night and not something that was going to ruin multiple lives.
"You should sit down," he said, patting the space next to him. "I don't bite. Unless you want me to." He chuckled.
"That's not funny." But I sat down anyway, keeping a careful distance between us. The bed dipped under my weight and I had to adjust to keep from sliding toward him.
"You're very tense," he observed.
"I'm not tense."
"You're sitting on the edge of the bed like you're about to run away." He took a long drink of his beer. "Relax. We're just hanging out." He put music on his bluetooth very quietly.
"Is that what we're doing? Hanging out?"
"What else would we be doing?" His eyes were amused, knowing. He was enjoying this, enjoying watching me squirm.
I took another sip of beer. The taste was getting less terrible. Or maybe I was just getting used to it.
We sat in silence for a few more minutes. I could hear the music from down the hall more clearly now, something with a heavy bass line that made the walls vibrate. Voices passed by in the hallway, girls laughing, guys arguing about something.
"Derek texted me from the bus," Connor said finally. "Asked me to check on you this weekend. Make sure you're not spending the whole time inside studying."
My stomach dropped. "What did you tell him?"
"That I'd do my best." He smiled at the private joke. "He really cares about you, you know. Won't shut up about how great you are."
"Please don't talk about Derek right now."
"Why not? He's my roommate. Your boyfriend." Connor leaned forward. "The whole reason this is so much fun."
I should have left. I should have put down the beer, grabbed my jacket, walked out. Instead I heard myself say, "You're terrible."
“But so are you." He moved closer, closing the distance I had carefully maintained. "Or you wouldn't be here."
He was right about that and we both knew it. I took another drink of beer, a longer one this time, and felt the alcohol start to warm my stomach. "This will be the last time."
"You said that yesterday." His hand found my knee, his thumb tracing small circles on the denim. "In Derek's bed. Right before you kissed me."
"I didn't kiss you. You kissed me."
"Semantics." His hand moved higher. "You kissed me back."
I should have pushed his hand away. I didn't. "Connor."
"Mara." He said my name like it was something delicious, something he wanted to taste. "You wore makeup tonight. And that shirt. You didn't do that to tell me no."
My face burned because he was right and I hated him for it. "I don't know why I came here."
"Yes you do." His other hand came up to my face, tucked my hair behind my ear the same way he had done yesterday. "You came here because you can't stop thinking about it. About me. About how it felt."
"That's not true." But my voice was too quiet, too uncertain.
"Then leave." He dropped his hand from my face, leaned back. "Go ahead. I'm not going to stop you."
I stayed exactly where I was. The beer bottle was sweating in my hand, condensation dripping onto my jeans. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest, could feel the heat spreading through my body, and that had nothing to do with the alcohol.
"That's what I thought," Connor said softly. He took the beer from my hand, set both bottles on his nightstand. Then he kissed me.
This time I didn't hesitate. I kissed him back immediately, my hands going to his shoulders, his hair. He pulled me closer and I went willingly, climbing into his lap the way I had done yesterday. His hands slid under my shirt, warm against my skin, and I arched into his touch.
"God," he murmured against my mouth. "You're so fucking hot when you stop overthinking."
I pulled back. "I'm not overthinking."
"You're always overthinking." His hands found the hem of my shirt. "Except right now. Right now you're just feeling."
He pulled my shirt over my head and I let him. I watched him take in the black lace bra I had chosen specifically for this moment, even though I had told myself I wasn't coming here. His eyes darkened and he reached for me, his hands spanning my waist, his thumbs brushing the underside of my breasts through the lace.
"Did you wear this for me?" he asked.
I couldn't make myself lie. "Yes of course.”
"Say it."
"I wore it for you." The admission felt like falling, like jumping off something high without knowing where I would land.
He groaned and kissed me harder, his hands everywhere at once. I fumbled with the buttons of his henley, got frustrated and just pulled it over his head. His skin was hot under my palms, his muscles moving as he shifted me in his lap.
This time was different from yesterday. Yesterday had been frantic, rushed, full of fear about getting caught. Tonight we had time. Derek was hours away, wouldn't be back until tomorrow night at the earliest. Nobody was expecting me anywhere. We could take our time.
Connor seemed to sense the difference too. He slowed down, his kisses becoming deeper, more thorough. His hands moved with deliberate patience, learning what made me gasp, what made me dig my nails into his shoulders.
“Bed or here?" he asked against my neck.
I didn't understand the question at first. Then I realized he meant his bed versus Derek's bed. Yesterday we had been in Derek's bed because that was where we had ended up, hurried and thoughtless. Tonight he was giving me a choice.
"Here," I said. On Connor's bed. Some small part of me drew a line there, a boundary I wouldn't cross. Derek's bed was still Derek's.
Connor lifted me easily, turned us so I was on my back on his unmade sheets. They smelled like his cologne, like him. He settled his weight over me and I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulled him closer.
We took our time undressing each other. He unhooked my bra with more care than yesterday, kissed his way down my chest, my stomach. I unbuttoned his jeans with shaking fingers, helped him push them down and off. When we were finally skin to skin, he paused and looked at me.
"You're sure?" he asked.
"Don't ask me that." Because if he asked too many times, I might think about it, I might remember Derek's text, his trust, the way he had told Connor to check on me. "Just don't stop,” I said softer.
He didn't stop. He kissed me until I forgot why this was wrong, until all I could think about was the way his hands felt, the weight of him, the heat building between us. When he reached for a condom from his nightstand drawer, I didn't think about how he kept them there, how this clearly wasn't his first time doing this. I just watched him put it on and pulled him back to me.
This time was slower, more intense. He watched my face the whole time, adjusted his rhythm based on my reactions. When I closed my eyes he told me to open them, to look at him. So I did. I looked right at him while we ruined everything.
His eyes were so dark they were almost black, pupils blown wide. He was watching me with an intensity that made me feel like I was the only thing in the world that mattered. His hips moved against mine in a rhythm that was somehow both gentle and demanding, and I matched him without thinking, my body knowing what to do even if my mind was screaming that this was so wrong.
"Mara," he said, just my name, but the way he said it made something tighten low in my belly.
I dug my nails into his shoulders, hard enough to leave marks, half moons in his skin that would still be there tomorrow. He hissed at the pain but didn't ask me to stop, just drove into me harder in response. The bed frame creaked with the movement and somewhere in the back of my mind I registered that we were being too loud, that someone might hear, but I couldn't make myself care.
His hand slid between us, his thumb finding the exact spot that made my back arch off the mattress. He had learned my body so quickly, knew exactly what to do, and I hated that Derek had never figured this out in eight months of dating. Derek was always careful, always asking if I was okay, if it felt good, so concerned with doing everything right that nothing ever felt particularly right at all.
Connor didn't ask. He just watched my face and adjusted based on what he saw there, reading my body like a language he was fluent in.
"Tell me how it feels," he said, his voice rough and low.
"I can't." I could barely breathe, let alone form words.
"Try." His thumb circled, all pressure and friction that made my thighs start to shake. "Come on, Mara. Say it to me."
"Good," I managed. "It feels good."
"Better than with him?" He slowed down, making me chase the sensation. "Better than with Derek?"
I should have told him to shut up, should have been appalled that he was bringing up my boyfriend while he was inside me. Instead I heard myself say, "Yes."
"Say it." He was smiling now, that dangerous smile that had started all of this. "Say it's better with me."
"It's better with you." The words felt like a confession, like I was admitting something I could never take back. "You're better."
He groaned and kissed me hard, his tongue pushing into my mouth at the same moment his hips snapped forward with more force. I wrapped my legs tighter around his waist, my heels digging into his lower back, trying to pull him impossibly deeper.
The pressure was building inside me, spreading outward from where we were joined. My breathing had gone ragged and I couldn't seem to get enough air. Connor's hand stayed between us, working in tandem with the movement of his hips, and I was going to fall apart completely.
"Don't stop," I said against his mouth. "Please don't stop . . . “
"I'm not stopping." His other hand tangled in my hair, tugging so my head tilted back and he could kiss down my throat. "I'm going to make you come and you're going to say my name when you do."
"Connor." It came out like a whimper.
"Louder." He bit down on my neck, not hard enough to leave a visible mark but hard enough that I felt it everywhere. "I want to hear you."
His thumb pressed harder, his hips angled differently, and suddenly everything inside me pulled tight and then released all at once. It hit me so hard I cried out, my voice echoing in the small room, his name falling from my lips exactly like he had demanded.
"That's it," he said, his voice strained now as I clenched around him. "Fuck, that's perfect."
He kept moving through my orgasm, drawing it out until I was oversensitive and squirming. My hands pushed weakly at his chest but he caught my wrists, pinned them above my head with one hand.
"Not yet," he said. "I'm not done."
He released my wrists, but before I could move, he grabbed my hips and flipped us over so I was on top, straddling him. The sudden change in position made me gasp and I had to brace my hands on his chest to steady myself.
"Ride me," he said, his hands on my hips, guiding me. "Come on, I want to watch you."
I moved experimentally, rising up and sinking back down, and the angle made me feel him even deeper than before. My legs were still shaking and I wasn't sure I could do this, but Connor's hands helped, lifting and lowering me until I found a rhythm.
"That's it," he said, his eyes fixed on where our bodies met. "Just like that."
I moved faster, chasing another impossible high even though I had just come. My hands slid up from his chest to his shoulders, using him for leverage. His breathing was getting harsher, his grip on my hips tightening until I knew there would be bruises there tomorrow, finger-shaped marks I would have to hide.
"Touch yourself," he said.
"What?" I faltered in my rhythm.
"You heard me." One of his hands left my hip, caught my wrist, guided it between my legs. "Touch yourself. I want to see you make yourself come on my cock."
My face burned at the crude words but my body responded anyway. My fingers found the spot he had been working earlier and I circled it tentatively, unsure.
"Don't be shy now," Connor said. "Not after everything we've already done."
So I did it. I touched myself while I rode him, my fingers working in time with the movement of my hips. The dual sensation was overwhelming, too much and not enough at the same time. I could feel another orgasm building already, impossible and inevitable.
"Look at me," Connor said, and I realized my eyes had fallen closed.
I opened them and found him staring up at me with something that looked almost like wonder. His hands were back on my hips, helping me move faster now, harder. The muscles in his arms were straining and his jaw was clenched tight.
"You're so fucking beautiful like this," he said. "Does Derek know how beautiful you are when you're getting good and fucked?"
The mention of Derek's name should have killed the moment but instead it heightened it somehow, made it more forbidden and therefore more intense. I shook my head, unable to speak.
"He doesn't, does he?" Connor's voice got rougher. "He has no idea what you're really like. But I know. I know exactly what you need."
He did.
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