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My fingers moved faster. I was so close. I was balanced right on the edge. Connor must have sensed it because he sat up, wrapping one arm around my waist to hold me against him while his other hand covered mine between my legs.
"Together," he said against my ear. "Come with me."
His fingers pressed down over mine, adding pressure, and that was all it took. I came apart, my whole body shuddering with it. I felt him go rigid beneath me, heard him groan my name as he finished, his hips jerking up under me one final time.
For a long moment we stayed frozen like that, locked together, both of us trembling. Then slowly I collapsed against his chest, boneless and spent. His arms came around me, holding me close, and I could feel his heart racing against mine.
Neither of us spoke. There was nothing to say. We had just done something we could never undo, crossed a line we could never uncross. And the worst part, the part that made me bury my face in his neck so I didn't have to look at him, was that I didn't regret it.
Not even a little bit.
We lay tangled together in his narrow bed, both of us still breathing hard.  His arm was heavy across my waist and I could feel his heartbeat gradually slowing against my back. The room was too warm and I was covered in sweat but I didn't move away.
"You're thinking," Connor said into my hair. "I can practically hear it."
"I'm not thinking." But I was thinking about everything, about my boyfriend Derek on the bus to his game, probably listening to music, maybe thinking about me. About how I had looked at myself in the mirror before coming here and had known exactly what I was doing. About how I had worn makeup and chosen my underwear for Connor and walked across campus with that purpose.
"You're a terrible liar." His hand traced lazy patterns on my hip. "But that's okay. I like that about you."
"You don't know anything about me."
"I know you're not as innocent as you pretend to be." His lips found my shoulder. "I know you like that this is wrong. It makes it better for you."
"That's not true." But my voice was too weak, too uncertain.
"Then why are you still here?" His hand slid lower. "Why didn't you leave after? You could go right now. Back to your dorm, back to being Derek's good girlfriend."
I turned in his arms to face him. His hair was a mess, his lips swollen from kissing. There was a red mark on his collarbone where I had bitten him without meaning to. "I should go."
"But you won't." He kissed me, lazy and confident. "Not yet."
He was right. I didn't leave for another two hours. We ordered pizza from the place down the street, ate it in his bed while he told me about growing up in Connecticut, about his high school girlfriend who had cheated on him with his best friend. I told him about my mom's boyfriend who I hated, about how I had worked three jobs the summer before college to save money.
We talked like we were friends, like this was normal, like I wasn't wearing his t-shirt because mine was on the floor somewhere and I wasn't planning to put it back on yet. Like his hand wasn't resting on my bare thigh, his fingers drawing circles on my skin.
When he kissed me I kissed him back. When he pulled me back on top of him I went willingly. We had sex again, slower this time, and I didn't think about Derek once.
It was almost midnight when I finally made myself get dressed. Connor watched me from the bed, still naked, completely comfortable with himself.
"When can I see you?" he asked.
"I don't know." I pulled on my jeans, searched for my bra. Found it under his pillow somehow. "This is insane. We can't keep doing this."
"We can do whatever we want." He stretched, his body on full display. "Derek doesn't get back until late tomorrow. You could come over in the afternoon."
"I have that paper to work on."
"So work on it in the morning. Come over at two." He wasn't asking. He was telling me what was going to happen, confident that I would agree.
The worst part was that he was right to be confident. I was already thinking about it, already planning how I could make it work. I could tell Jessica I was going to the library. I could get my work done early. I could be here at two and still have time to get back before Derek returned.
"Maybe," I said, which we both knew meant yes.
I finished dressing, checked my phone. Three texts from Jessica asking how the studying was going. One from Derek from two hours ago that just said he missed me with a heart emoji. I had missed notifications for both while I had been too occupied to notice my phone buzzing.
I typed back to Jessica first. Good progress. Probably going to pull an all-nighter.
Then to Derek. Miss you too. Hope the game goes well tomorrow.
Connor was still watching me from the bed, still completely naked and unbothered by it. "You're good at that."
"At what?"
"Lying. You don't even hesitate anymore." He rolled onto his side, propped his head on his hand. "Yesterday you were all nervous and shaky. Tonight you're texting him back like nothing happened."
"I don't want to talk about this." I found my jacket, pulled it on even though I was overheated.
"We should probably talk about it at some point."
"Why?" I turned to face him. "What is there to talk about? This is just sex."
"Is it?" He looked amused, like I was entertaining him. "Because you spent two hours here. We ordered food. We talked."
"So what? That doesn't mean anything." I grabbed my keys from where I had dropped them on his desk. "I should go."
"Two o'clock tomorrow," he said, like it was settled. "Don't make me wait."
I left without responding. The walk back to my dorm was colder than the walk over had been. I wrapped my arms around myself and walked quickly, keeping my head down. The campus was busier now, people streaming back from parties, groups of drunk students laughing too loudly. I passed a couple making out against the wall of the science building and looked away quickly.
My floor was quiet when I got back. Most people were still out or had gone home for the weekend. I could hear a television playing in one room, someone's music from another, but otherwise it was peaceful.
Jessica was already asleep when I slipped into our room, curled up in her bed with her phone still in her hand. I changed into my pajamas in the dark, washed my face, brushed my teeth. In the bathroom mirror I looked the same as always. You couldn't tell just by looking what I had spent the last few hours doing.
I climbed into bed and checked my phone one more time. Another text from Derek, sent fifteen minutes ago. Can't sleep. Keep thinking about you. Wish you were here.
My chest tightened and I put the phone face down on my nightstand without responding. I would answer in the morning when I could think of something appropriate to say, when I could be the girlfriend he thought he had.
I didn't fall asleep until almost three in the morning. Saturday I woke to Jessica shaking my shoulder. "Mara. Mara, wake up. We're getting breakfast and then going to the farmers market. Come with us."
I opened one eye, squinted at her. She was already dressed and cheerful, her hair pulled back in a high ponytail. "What time is it?"
"Ten thirty. Come on, sleeping beauty. You said you were pulling an all-nighter but you're dead asleep."
"I finished around four. Just crashed after." The lie came easily now, exactly like Connor had said. "I'm exhausted."
"Then come get food with us. Coffee will help." She tugged on my blanket. "Please? You never hang out anymore."
I thought about saying no, about staying in bed, about being the hermit she had accused me of becoming. Then I thought about how I had three and a half hours until I was supposed to meet Connor and I needed to fill that time with something that would keep me from thinking too hard about what I was going to do. Again.
"Okay," I said. "Give me ten minutes."
Jessica squealed and clapped her hands like I had agreed to something exciting instead of just breakfast. "Wear something cute. Marcus is bringing some of his friends."
I pulled on jeans and a sweater, the same type of outfit I always wore. Pulled my hair into a ponytail, didn't bother with makeup. I looked at the cosmetics still sitting on Jessica's desk from last night and deliberately turned away from them.
Breakfast was at the dining hall with Jessica, Marcus, and three guys from the basketball team who hadn't traveled for the away game. They were loud and funny and told stupid stories about their teammates. I laughed at the appropriate times, contributed to the conversation when expected, ate my eggs and toast like a normal person having a normal Saturday morning.
The farmers market was downtown, a twenty minute walk from campus. Jessica linked her arm through mine as we walked and talked about her lab class, about how she thought Marcus was going to ask her to his formal, about whether or not she should cut her hair shorter for spring.
I listened and responded and felt like I was watching myself from the outside. Like there were two versions of me now. This one, walking with her friend in the sunshine, talking about hair cuts and formals. And the other one, the one who had been in Connor's bed last night, the one who was counting down the hours until she could go back.
At the farmers market I bought fresh flowers because that seemed like something the first version of me would do. White tulips that the vendor wrapped in brown paper. Jessica bought vegetables for some soup she wanted to make. Marcus and his friends wandered around eating samples and making jokes.
We got coffee at a cafe near campus and sat outside even though it was cold. Jessica was telling a story about her roommate from freshman year when my phone buzzed in my pocket.
Connor: Still on for 2?
I waited until Jessica was distracted talking to Marcus before I checked the message. Typed back under the table where no one could see. Yes.
Connor: Good. I've been thinking about you all morning.
I deleted both messages immediately and put my phone away.
"You okay?" Jessica asked. "You look flushed."
"Just hot from the coffee." I wrapped my hands around the cup even though it was burning my palms. "I'm fine."
We stayed at the cafe until almost one thirty. By the time we walked back to campus my nerves were humming with anticipation and dread in equal measure. Jessica wanted me to come watch a movie in her friend's room but I told her I needed to work on my paper some more.
"You're going to burn out," she said, shaking her head. "All work and no play."
"I know. After this paper is done I'll be more fun, I promise."
She gave me a hug before heading off toward her friend's dorm. "Take care of yourself, okay? You seem stressed."
I watched her walk away and wondered what she would think if she knew where I was about to go. What any of them would think. Marcus had mentioned Derek three times during breakfast, talked about what a good guy he was, how lucky Derek was to have a girlfriend who was so low maintenance and sweet.
I went back to my room and stood in front of the mirror for a long time. I should not put on makeup. I should not change clothes. I should stay exactly as I was, or better yet, not go at all.
Instead I opened Jessica's makeup drawer. Applied mascara, eyeliner, the same lip stain from last night. I changed out of my sweater into a fitted burgundy top that Jessica had convinced me to buy last month. It had a lower neckline than I usually wore, showed more skin.
I left my hair in the ponytail but pulled a few pieces loose around my face. Sprayed perfume on my wrists and neck. The same perfume Derek had given me for my birthday, the one he said reminded him of me.
At five minutes to two I grabbed my jacket and my bag and left. This time I didn't hesitate at Connor's door. I knocked twice and he opened it immediately, like he had been waiting right there.
"You're late," he said, but he was smiling.
"I'm early. It's not two yet."
"Close enough." He pulled me inside, closed the door, locked it. His hands went immediately to my waist, sliding under my jacket. "I like this shirt."
"It's new." I let him push my jacket off my shoulders, let it fall to the floor.
"And you wore makeup." His thumb traced along my lower lip, smudging the stain. "You're making this very easy for me."
"Making what easy?"
"Corrupting you." He kissed me before I could respond, his hands already working on the button of my jeans.
We didn't make it to the bed this time. He lifted me onto his desk, scattering papers and textbooks onto the floor. I wrapped my legs around him and kissed him back and didn't think about Derek at all.
Connor's hands were everywhere at once, pulling at my clothes with an urgency that made my pulse race. He yanked my burgundy top up and over my head without bothering to unbutton it, tossed it somewhere behind him. His mouth found my neck, my collarbone, the swell of my breasts above my bra.
"This one's new too," he said, running his fingers along the edge of the pale pink lace. It was new. I had bought it Thursday afternoon between classes, told myself it was just because I needed new underwear, that it had nothing to do with him.
"Maybe," I said, my breathing already unsteady.
"Maybe." He smiled against my skin. "You're such a liar."
He unhooked the bra with one hand, pulled it down my arms and dropped it on top of my shirt. The edge of the desk was hard against my thighs and I could feel papers crinkling underneath me, the corner of a textbook digging into my hip. Connor's hands cupped my breasts, his thumbs brushing over my nipples until they hardened.
I reached for his shirt, tugged it up. He helped me pull it off and then his chest was pressed against mine, skin to skin, and I wrapped my arms around his neck to pull him closer. He kissed me deeply, his tongue moving against mine in a rhythm that made me ache.
His hands moved to the button of my jeans, flicked it open with practiced ease. I lifted my hips to help as he dragged the denim down my thighs, taking my underwear with them in one smooth motion. The movement made me slide forward on the desk and he caught me, his hands gripping my hips.
"Careful," he murmured against my mouth. "Don't want you falling."
He pulled my jeans and underwear the rest of the way off, let them drop to the floor in a tangle. I was completely naked now, sitting on his desk in the middle of the afternoon with sunlight streaming through the window. Anyone could walk by, could look in, could see me like this.
The thought should have horrified me. Instead it sent heat pooling low in my belly.
Connor stepped back, his eyes traveling over every inch of exposed skin. "God, you're perfect."
"Stop talking." I reached for the button of his jeans, my fingers fumbling. "Just get these off."
He helped me, pushing his jeans and boxers down in one motion, kicking them aside. Then he was pressing between my thighs, his hands on my knees, spreading my legs.
"We should go to the bed," I said, even as I pulled him closer.
"No time." His hand slid between my legs, his fingers finding me already wet. "And I don't think you want to wait either."
He was right. I didn't want to wait. I reached down and wrapped my hand around him, stroked him the way I had learned he liked. He groaned and dropped his forehead to my shoulder.
"Condom," I managed to say.
"Desk drawer." He was breathing hard. "Top right."
I stretched to reach it, had to lean back on the desk to get the drawer open. More papers scattered to the floor as I moved. I found the box of condoms, pulled one out, tore it open with my teeth because my hands were shaking too much to do it properly.
Connor took it from me and rolled it on quickly. Then his hands were back on my hips, pulling me to the very edge of the desk. I wrapped my legs around his waist and he pushed inside me in one smooth thrust that made us both gasp.
"Fuck," he said, his voice strained. "You feel so good."
He didn't wait for me to adjust, didn't give me time to catch my breath. He set a hard, fast pace that made the desk shake with each thrust. Something fell off the edge and clattered to the floor. Neither of us cared.
I gripped his shoulders, my nails digging into his skin. The angle was different like this, deeper somehow, and every thrust hit a spot inside me that made my vision blur. I could hear myself making sounds I had never made before, small desperate noises that I couldn't control.
"That's it," Connor said, one hand braced on the desk beside me, the other gripping my hip hard enough to bruise. "Let me hear you."
The desk was sliding backward with the force of his movements, scraping against the floor. My hand shot out to brace against the wall behind me. The position arched my back and Connor took immediate advantage, his mouth finding my breast, his teeth grazing my nipple.
I cried out, louder than I meant to, and his hand came up to cover my mouth.
"Shh," he said, but his eyes were dark with satisfaction. "The walls are thin.”
I bit his palm and he groaned, thrust harder into me in response. His hand stayed over my mouth, muffling the sounds I couldn't stop making. The restriction made everything more intense, made me hyper-aware of every sensation.
The pressure was building inside me already. Something about the position, the angle, the way he was looking at me like he wanted to devour me whole. I could feel my thighs starting to shake, my muscles tensing.
Connor felt it too. "Already?" He sounded pleased. "God, you're easy for me."
I wanted to protest but his hand was still covering my mouth, and besides, he was right. With Derek it took forever, if it happened at all. With Connor it took minutes.
He moved his hand from my mouth to between my legs, his fingers finding exactly the right spot. "Come for me," he said, his voice rough. "I want to feel you.”
The dual sensation was too much. I came hard, my whole body going rigid, my inner muscles clenching around him. I bit down on my lip to keep from screaming too much, tasted blood.
"Fuck, Mara." Connor's rhythm faltered, became erratic. "So fucking tight when you come."
He thrust three more times, each one harder than the last, and then he was finished too, inside me deep, his grip on my hip tightening painfully as he pushed deeper and stayed there, his whole body shuddering.
For a long moment we stayed frozen like that, both of us breathing hard, hearts racing. Then slowly Connor pulled out and I immediately felt the loss of him. He dealt with the condom, tossed it in the trash can under his desk.
I started to slide off the desk but my legs were unsteady and I had to grab his arm to keep from stumbling. He caught me easily, steadied me.
"You okay?" he asked, and there was something almost tender in his voice that made my chest ache.
"I'm fine." I looked around for my clothes, found them scattered across the floor. My jeans were inside out, my bra somehow on top of Derek's desk lamp. "What a mess."
"I'll clean it up later." Connor bent down, picked up my underwear, held them out to me with a grin. "These are nice too. When did you buy these?"
"None of your business." I snatched them from him, stepped into them. My legs were still shaking.
He watched me get dressed with obvious appreciation, making no move to put his own clothes back on. "You know what I like about you, Mara?"
"I can't imagine." I found my bra, put it on, struggled with the hooks.
"Here." He came up behind me, fastened it with quick efficiency. "You pretend you're all innocent and sweet, but you're not. Not at all. You like this just as much as I do."
"That's not true." But my face was burning because I knew he was right.
"It is true." His hands slid around my waist, pulled me back against his still-naked body. "You came here today all dressed up for me. Makeup, new clothes, new underwear. You didn't do that because you had to. You did it because you wanted to."
I pulled away from him, grabbed my burgundy top from the floor. "Stop trying to analyze me."
"I'm not analyzing. I'm observing." He finally reached for his own clothes, started getting dressed. "And what I'm observing is that you're not as conflicted about this as you pretend to be."
"You don't know what I feel." I pulled my shirt on, smoothed it down over my stomach.
"Don't I?" He zipped up his jeans, came over to stand in front of me. His hand came up to cup my cheek and I should have pulled away but I didn't. "You feel guilty after. I know that. But while it's happening? You're right here with me. Present. Enjoying every second."
I wanted to argue but I couldn't find the words. He was right and we both knew it. While we were together like that, I wasn't thinking about Derek at all. I was just feeling, just existing in the moment, just taking what I wanted.
"Come here," Connor said, and pulled me in for a kiss that was surprisingly gentle. "Stop worrying.”
I kissed him back and tried to do what he said. Tried to stop worrying about what this meant, what I was becoming. When we finally broke apart, I checked my phone and my stomach dropped.
"Shit. It's four thirty." I grabbed my jacket from where it had fallen by the door. "I really need to go."
"You have time." Connor was picking up the scattered papers and books from the floor, putting his desk back in order like nothing had happened. "You said eight, right?"
"I need to shower. Change. Make sure I don't look like I just spent two hours having wild unrestrained sex." I was already mentally cataloging what I needed to do. My hair was a disaster, my makeup was smudged, I probably had marks on my neck.
"Two and a half hours," Connor corrected with a grin. "Give credit where it's due."
"You're impossible." But I was smiling despite myself.
He caught my hand as I reached for the door handle. "Next week. Same time."
It wasn't a question, but I found myself nodding anyway. "Maybe."
"Definitely." He kissed me once more, quick and hard. "Now go. Wouldn't want to keep Derek waiting."
I pulled away from his touch. "You're very sure of yourself."
"I'm sure of you." He kissed me one more time, slow and deep. "You like this too much to stop."
I didn't argue because there was no point. He was right and arguing would just be another lie. I grabbed my things and left, taking the stairs down two at a time.
The shower in my dorm was scalding hot and I stayed under the spray until my skin turned pink. I washed my hair twice, scrubbed every inch of my body with Jessica's expensive body wash that smelled like vanilla and honey, something completely different from Connor's cologne, something that would cover any trace of where I had been.
Back in my room I stood in front of the mirror in just my towel and examined myself critically. There was a faint red mark on my neck that could pass for irritation from my jacket collar. A bruise forming on my hip bone that nobody would see. My lips were swollen but that could be from the hot shower.
I got dressed carefully, jeans and a soft gray sweater with a high neck that covered everything. I put my hair up in a messy bun, the kind Derek always said he liked because it made me look casual and pretty. Applied just the barest hint of tinted lip balm, nothing else. This version of me was natural, effortless, not trying too hard. Not like I made myself when I was going over to see Connor.
When I looked at my reflection now, I saw Derek's girlfriend, sweet, studious Mara who spent her Saturdays writing papers and maybe grabbing coffee with friends. Not the girl who had been spread her naked body out over  Connor's desk two hours ago, face down and ass up, jolted to oblivion.
My phone buzzed. Derek.
Bus is ahead of schedule. Probably be back by 7:30. Want me to come by?
I looked at the time. Six forty-five. I had managed to shower and change and transform myself back with fifteen minutes to spare.
Sure! I've been working on my paper all day, could use a break.
How's it going?
Good progress. Almost done actually.
That's my girl. So dedicated, working all the time!.
I stared at those words for a long moment. That's my girl. Simple, affectionate, trusting. I set the phone down and sat on my bed and tried to feel something about it, guilt, shame, remorse. Anything.
Instead I just felt restless, like my skin didn't fit quite right anymore, like I was waiting for something.
Jessica came back around seven, chattering about the movie they had watched, how Marcus's friend Tyler was definitely into this girl from her class but was too shy to say anything. She flopped on her bed and kept talking while she scrolled through her phone.
"Oh, Derek texted me," she said, glancing up. "Asked if you'd been studying all day. I told him yeah, that you were super focused. Which is true, I guess. I haven't seen you since this afternoon."
"Thanks." I kept my voice casual. "He worries too much."
"He just cares about you. It's sweet." She went back to her phone. "You guys are so solid. Like, for real."
There was that phrase she kept using. Relationship goals. I wondered what Jessica would call what I had with Connor. Probably not goals.
At seven thirty-five there was a knock on the door. Jessica jumped up to answer it and Derek came in with his duffel bag and a tired smile. His hair was messy from the bus ride and he had that rumpled look he got after traveling.
"Hey," he said, and came straight to me, wrapped me in a hug. He smelled like the bus, like stale air and too many bodies in a confined space. "God, I missed you."
"I missed you too." I hugged him back and made myself mean it. "How was the game?"
"We won by twelve. I got almost twenty minutes of playing time." He pulled back to look at me, his hands on my shoulders. "Coach said I did really well. He might actually start me next game."
"That's amazing." I smiled up at him. "I'm so proud of you."
"I wish you could have been there to see it." He kissed my forehead, then my nose, then my lips. The kiss was soft and sweet and tasted like the mint gum he always chewed. "But I know you had too much work to do. How's the paper?"
"Almost done. I just need to add the conclusion and proofread."
"See, this is what I was telling the guys on the bus. My girlfriend is brilliant and gorgeous and so driven. They were all jealous." He sat down on my bed, pulled me down next to him. "Marcus said you were at breakfast this morning with them. That was nice of you to hang out."
"Jessica dragged me along." I tucked myself against his side automatically. This was familiar, comfortable. This was what we always did. "It was fun though."
"Good. I'm glad you're getting out more." His arm came around my shoulders. "You've seemed kind of withdrawn lately. Is everything okay?"
"Everything's fine. Just stressed about midterms coming up." The lie came so easily now, I barely had to think about it anymore.
"Well, they'll be over soon. And then spring break." He squeezed my shoulder. "We should do something for spring break. Maybe go somewhere."
"Maybe." I rested my head on his shoulder and let him talk about spring break possibilities, about the game, about his classes. Jessica joined in occasionally, teasing Derek about something Marcus had said, making jokes about the basketball team.
It was all very normal, very comfortable. This was my life, my actual life. Derek and Jessica and Saturday nights in the dorm talking about nothing important.
The other thing, the thing with Connor, that was separate. That was something that happened in stolen hours when Derek was away, something that existed outside of my real life. It didn't count, it couldn't count.
At least that was what I told myself.
Derek stayed until almost ten, then said he needed to get back to his own dorm to unpack and shower and sleep. He kissed me goodnight at the door, a long sweet kiss that Jessica made exaggerated gagging sounds at from across the room.
"Love you," he said against my lips.
"Love you too." The words still came automatically.
After he left, Jessica started getting ready for bed. "You guys are disgustingly cute, you know that?"
"You and Marcus are the same way."
"Yeah, but we're not as wholesome as you two. Like, you and Derek are the couple parents approve of. The bring-home-to-meet-the-family couple." She pulled her hair up into a sleep bonnet. "It's inspiring, honestly."
I didn't say anything, just got ready for bed myself. When I finally climbed under the covers, my phone buzzed with a text.
Connor: Did he suspect anything?
I should have deleted it immediately, should have blocked his number, should have told him to stop texting me. Instead I typed back: No.
Connor: Good. You're getting better at this.
I deleted both messages and put my phone face down on the nightstand.
"Who was that?" Jessica asked from across the room.
"Just my mom. Asking how school's going."
"At ten at night?"
"She works weird hours." Another lie, so smooth and easy.
Jessica just hummed in response, already half asleep.
I lay in the dark and stared at the ceiling and wondered when lying had become so effortless, when I had stopped feeling guilty about it, when I had started planning my week around Derek's away games instead of dreading them.
The answer was simple. It had happened gradually, so gradually I hadn't even noticed. Thursday I had been terrified, shaking with guilt and shame. Friday I had worn makeup and nice underwear. Saturday I had gone back for more without even really debating it.
And next Friday, when Derek had another away game, I would go back. Connor knew it. I knew it. The only person who didn't know it was Derek, and he never would.
I fell asleep thinking about Connor's hands on my hips, the way he looked at me, the things he said that Derek would never say. And I didn't feel guilty at all.
Sunday morning Jessica wanted to go to brunch but I told her I needed to finish my paper. She left around eleven and I actually did work on the paper for a while, adding the conclusion, running it through spell check, making sure all my citations were formatted correctly.
At noon my phone buzzed.
Connor: You busy?
My heart rate picked up immediately. I typed back: Working on my paper. Why?
Connor: Derek's at the gym with Marcus. Come over. Quick one.
I looked at the time. Derek always spent at least two hours at the gym on Sundays. Sometimes three if he was really into his workout.
I should have said no. We had just been together the day before. It was getting too frequent, too risky. Someone was going to notice eventually.
Give me twenty minutes, I typed.
This time I didn't agonize over what to wear. I put on leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, pulled my hair back in a ponytail. Minimal effort. I wasn't trying to impress him, I was just going over because it was convenient, because I had time, because Derek was busy anyway.
That was what I told myself as I walked speedily across campus in broad daylight and as I nodded at people I knew passing by.
I climbed the stairs to Derek's floor and knocked on his door. Connor answered immediately, pulled me inside, kissed me before the door was even fully closed.
"That was fifteen minutes," he said against my mouth. "You must be horny.”
“Must you be so crude?” I pushed him toward his bed, already pulling my sweatshirt over my head.
We had forty-five minutes before I needed to leave to be safe. We used every single one of them. I stroked him, I found the condom in his drawer, I unrolled it over his erection, and I positioned myself over him, reached behind my back, held him, aimed him, and came down on him. The man barely had to do anything but lie there this time, I moved on him like waves of a lake washing up a beach until he lifted me right off the bed he erupted so hard deep into me.
Afterward, lying in his bed, Connor traced lazy circles on my shoulder. "You know what I was thinking?"
"Probably nothing good." I drew my finger over his lip, watch as I sank it into his mouth.
"We should go somewhere." He propped himself up on his elbow to look down at me. "Like, leave campus. Get a hotel room for a night."
My stomach flipped. "That's insane and you know it.”
"Why? Derek has away games. You could tell him you're visiting your mom or something."
"I can't just disappear overnight. Jessica would ask questions. Derek would want to video chat." I sat up, started looking for my clothes. "This only works because it's quick. In and out. No complications."
"It's not that complicated. We just need to plan it right." He caught my wrist, pulled me back down. "Think about it. A whole night together. We could actually sleep in the same bed. Wake up together. Have breakfast." He squeezed my bare ass and I sucked his tongue out of his mouth.
"That sounds like dating. We're not dating." I pulled free from his grip, found my bra on the floor. "This is just sex I keep trying to tell you.”
"Is it though?" He was watching me with that knowing look. "Because you came over today even though we just saw each other yesterday. That's not just sex. That's wanting to see me."
"I came over because Derek was busy and I had free time." I pulled on my leggings, my sweatshirt. "Don't make it more than it is."
"Whatever helps you sleep at night." He stretched, completely unconcerned with his nakedness. "But the offer stands. Think about it."
I left without promising anything, but I did think about it. I thought about it all week.
Monday in psych I couldn't concentrate on the lecture. The professor was talking about cognitive dissonance, about how people rationalize conflicting beliefs to reduce mental discomfort. I kept my head down and took notes that made no sense.
Derek met me after class like he always did on Mondays. He was holding two coffees, one for each of us, with that hopeful smile that made him look younger than twenty.
"Thought you might need caffeine," he said, handing me one. "You looked tired this morning."
"Just didn't sleep well." I took the coffee, let him carry my bag as we walked toward the student center. "Thanks for this."
"Of course." He took my free hand, laced his fingers through mine. "So I was thinking, that state park trip. How about two weekends from now? Your paper's done, midterms will be over. We could really use the time together."
Two weekends from now, I calculated quickly in my head. Derek didn't have any away games scheduled for the next three weeks. Which meant no built-in excuses to see Connor. Which meant I would have to find other reasons to slip away.
"That sounds nice," I said, because it was what he wanted to hear.
"Yeah?" His whole face lit up. "Great. I'll plan everything. You just show up looking beautiful, which you always do anyway."
We got lunch together in the dining hall. He talked about his economics midterm, about how his dad was pressuring him to intern at his firm over the summer. I made appropriate responses, asked follow-up questions, acted like the attentive girlfriend I was supposed to be.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I ignored it. It buzzed again
"You should check that," Derek said. "Might be important."
I pulled out my phone. Two texts from Connor.
Thinking about yesterday. You were on fire, girl
When can I see you?
I deleted them immediately, set my phone face down on the table.
"Everything okay?" Derek asked.
"Just spam." I picked up my fork, pushed salad around my plate. "I need to unsubscribe from some mailing lists."
That night I was in the library actually studying when my phone lit up. Connor again, calling this time. I let it go to voicemail, watched the notification pop up. He didn't leave a message.
Five minutes later another text: Pick up your phone.
I turned my phone face down and tried to focus on my statistics homework, tried to ignore the way my pulse had quickened just seeing his name on my screen.
By Wednesday I hadn't responded to any of Connor's messages and he had stopped sending them. I told myself I was relieved, that this was good. I was putting distance between us, getting back to normal. I spent every evening with Derek or Jessica, went to all my classes, actually did my readings.
On Thursday Derek suggested we all hang out in his room that night. Him, me, Connor, Marcus, Jessica, a few other people. Just a casual thing, he said. Order pizza, watch a movie, relax before the weekend.
I should have said no. I should have made up an excuse. Instead I heard myself agreeing.
We all showed up around seven. Derek's room was crowded with eight people crammed into a space meant for two. I sat on Derek's bed with Jessica, Derek on the floor in front of me with his back against the bed. Connor was across the room in his desk chair, talking to Marcus about something.
He hadn't looked at me once since I arrived.
We ordered three pizzas and Derek put on some action movie that everyone had already seen. People talked over it, threw popcorn at each other, made jokes. It was loud and chaotic and normal.
I felt Connor's eyes on me before I actually caught him looking. When I glanced over, he was staring directly at me with an expression I couldn't read. Then Jessica said something funny and everyone laughed and the moment broke.
Halfway through the movie, Derek got up to get more drinks from the common room fridge. Marcus went with him, and two other people followed to help carry everything. Jessica was absorbed in her phone, texting someone.
Connor stood up from his chair, stretched. "Bathroom," he announced to no one in particular.
He walked past Derek's bed toward the door. As he passed behind me, his hand brushed the back of my neck, so quick and light that anyone watching would have thought it was accidental.
But I knew it wasn't. My skin burned where he had touched me. I forced myself not to react, not to turn around, not to acknowledge it in any way.
Two minutes later my phone buzzed. I pulled it out casually, like I was just checking the time.
Connor: Tomorrow night. 8pm. Don't make me wait.
I looked up. He was back in his chair now, laughing at something one of the other guys had said, acting like he hadn't just sent me that text.
Derek came back with an armful of drinks, distributed them to everyone. He settled back on the floor in front of me and I automatically reached down to run my fingers through his hair, the way he liked.
"This okay?" I asked, because I always asked. We both did.
"Perfect," he said, leaning back into my touch.
I kept playing with his hair with one hand while I typed with the other, my phone hidden against my thigh.
Derek doesn't have a game tomorrow.
Connor's response came immediately: So tell him you're studying with Jessica. Tell him you have a headache. Tell him anything.
I should say no. I had been doing so well, putting distance between us, being the girlfriend Derek deserved.
But my fingers were already typing: Where?
Connor: My car. Parking garage level 3.
I deleted the conversation and put my phone away. I tried to focus on the movie, on Derek's head resting against my knee, on Jessica's running commentary about the plot holes. Connor didn't look at me for the rest of the night.
Friday I told Derek I was having dinner with Jessica and her friend from her class. Girl's night, I said. He kissed me and told me to have fun and slipped me forty dollars for dinner even though I protested.
"My treat," he insisted. "You've been working so hard. You deserve a nice break.”
I took the money and hated myself just a little bit more.
Jessica actually did have plans with her friend, so the alibi was solid. I went back to my dorm after my last class and stood in front of my closet for longer than I should have.
This was just going to be in a car. In a parking garage. Nothing special. I should wear whatever, it didn't matter.
I pulled out a skirt, a short denim thing I had bought last fall and barely worn because Derek said it made me look like I was trying too hard. I paired it with a fitted black tank top and a cardigan I could take off easily.
The makeup went on carefully now, practiced. Mascara, eyeliner, the lip stain that Connor smudged with his thumb. I left my hair down, added a little product to make it look intentionally messy instead of just unkempt.
When I looked in the mirror I saw someone who knew exactly what she was doing, someone who had stopped pretending this was accidental or reluctant. Someone who was choosing this.
The parking garage was mostly empty on a Friday night. Most people had either gone home for the weekend or were at parties. I took the stairs to level three, my heels clicking on the concrete.
Connor's car was in the far corner, away from the lights and security cameras. He was leaning against the hood when I walked up, his phone in his hand. He looked up when he heard my footsteps and his eyes traveled slowly from my shoes up to my face.
"You wore a skirt," he said.
"I wore a skirt." I stopped a few feet away from him, suddenly nervous in a way I hadn't been before.
"And heels."
"And heels."
He pushed off the hood, walked toward me until we were inches apart. "You know what that tells me?"
"What does it tell you?” He circled me, checking me out all around, and I stood still and let him.
"That you're done pretending you don't want this." His hand came up to cup my cheek. "You're not scared anymore. You're not guilty anymore. You're here."
He was right and I didn't bother denying it. "Are we going to stand here talking all night or are you going to fuck this horny girl?”
He smiled and pulled me in, his mouth finding mine in a kiss that was immediately intense. His hands went to my waist, slid down to my hips, squeezed me.
"Back seat," he said against my lips.
He opened the door and I climbed in, my skirt riding up my thighs. The back seat was bigger than I expected, leather and dark. Connor followed me in, closed the door behind us, and suddenly we were in our own private world.
His hands were under my skirt immediately, finding the lace underwear I had chosen deliberately. "These are new."
"Maybe I just like nice underwear." But we both knew that was a lie.
"Maybe." His fingers hooked into the waistband. "Or maybe you wore them for me."
He pulled them down and I lifted my hips to help. The confined space made everything more intimate, more intense. I could feel the heat of him, smell his cologne mixed with whatever soap he used.
I reached for his belt, started working it open. We were both breathing hard already and we had barely started.
"I've been thinking about you all week," Connor said, his hands pushing my skirt up around my waist. "Every time Derek talked about you, every time I saw you around campus. All I could think about was this."
"Me too," I admitted, and it felt like a confession. "I tried not to. I tried to stop."
"But you couldn't." His mouth found my neck, kissed down to my collarbone. "Because this is what you want. What you need."
I didn't argue, I just pulled him closer, helped him with his jeans, positioned myself in his lap. The windows were already starting to fog and we hadn't even begun.
"Someone could see," I said, but I didn't stop moving.
"Let them see." His hands gripped my hips, guided my movements. "Let them see how good you look like this."
And just like that, the last part of me that had been holding back disappeared. I wasn't Derek's sweet girlfriend anymore. I wasn't innocent or conflicted or ashamed. I was new Mara, taking what I wanted, doing what felt good, and not apologizing for any of it.
Connor's hands moved to the hem of my top and I raised my arms so he could pull it over my head. The cardigan had already been discarded on the front seat. He tossed my top to join it, leaving me in just my black lace bra and the skirt bunched around my waist.
"This too," he said, reaching for the clasp of my bra.
I let him unhook it, let him slide the straps down my arms. The cool air from the parking garage seeped through the open windows and I shivered as my bare skin became exposed.
"Cold?" Connor asked, his hands immediately covering my breasts, warming them.
"A little." But I wasn't asking him to stop.
He leaned forward and took one nipple into his mouth, his tongue circling it until it hardened. I gasped and arched into him, my hands going to his hair. He moved to the other breast, gave it the same attention, while his hands roamed down my sides to my waist.
I could feel how hard he was beneath me through his jeans and I shifted in his lap, grinding down against him. He groaned against my skin and bit down gently.
"Impatient," he murmured.
"You've made me wait a whole week." I reached between us, rubbed him through the denim. "I think I've been patient enough."
His hips jerked up into my hand and I felt a surge of power at his reaction. I had learned over the past few weeks exactly what he liked, exactly how to touch him to make him lose control. But I wanted to learn more.
I climbed off his lap, settled myself down between his legs on the floor of the back seat. The space was cramped and uncomfortable but I didn't care. Connor's eyes went wide as he realized what I was about to do.
"Mara, you don't have to . . . “
"I want to." And I did. I wanted to make him feel the way he made me feel. Wanted to see him fall apart because of me.
I finished unbuckling his belt, popped the button of his jeans, dragged the zipper down. He lifted his hips so I could pull his jeans and boxers down to his thighs. His cock sprang free, already hard and leaking.
I wrapped my hand around the base, stroked him slowly. Connor's head fell back against the seat and he let out a long breath. "Fuck," he said quietly to the car ceiling.
I leaned forward and licked the tip, tasting the salt of him. His whole body tensed and his hand came to rest in my hair, not pushing, just holding.
I took him into my mouth slowly, just the head at first, swirling my tongue around it. Connor's fingers tightened in my hair and I heard him curse. I took him deeper, using my hand to stroke what I couldn't fit, setting a rhythm with him.
"Jesus, Mara." His voice was strained. "Where did you learn to do that?"
I pulled off him with an audible pop. "I'm a fast learner."
Derek had never asked for this, had never even hinted at it. He was too respectful, too concerned with making sure I was comfortable. But Connor wasn't Derek. Connor took what he wanted and I was discovering that I liked giving it to him.
I went back to work, taking him deeper this time, relaxing my throat the way I had learned about online. Connor's hips started to move, small thrusts that he was clearly trying to control, but mostly failing to. I hollowed my cheeks, sucked harder, and his control slipped more.
"God, your mouth," he groaned. "So fucking good."
His praise made heat pool between my legs. I squeezed my thighs together seeking friction, while I continued working him with my mouth and hand. I could feel him getting harder, his breathing becoming more ragged.
"Mara, I'm close," he warned. "You should probably . . . “
I didn't pull away. Instead I looked up at him, made eye contact big round and innocent, and took him as deep as I could. His eyes went dark and his hand curled tight in my hair.
"Fuck, you're going to kill me." But he didn't pull me off, just watched me with an intensity that made my skin burn.
I bobbed my head faster, used my hand to twist him at the base on each upstroke. Connor's thighs were trembling now and his breathing had gone completely irregular. I could taste more precum and I knew he was right on the edge.
"Mara," he said, his voice breaking on my name. "I'm gonna . . . “
I hummed in acknowledgment and the vibration did it. He came hard, his hips jerking up, his hand holding my hair tight. I swallowed everything, didn't pull away until he was completely finished and starting to soften.
When I finally sat back on my heels, Connor was staring at me like he'd never seen me before.
"That was," he started, then seemed to lose the ability to form words. "I mean, Jesus Christ."
I wiped the corner of my mouth with my thumb, suddenly feeling powerful and desired in a way I never had before. "Good?"
"Good?" He laughed, the sound rough and breathless. "That was fucking incredible." He pulled me up into his lap, kissed me deeply even though he could probably taste himself on my tongue. "You're incredible."
His hands roamed over my body, touching me everywhere he could reach. I was still wearing my skirt and nothing else, still aching with need. When his fingers slipped between my legs, he groaned.
"You're soaked," he said against my mouth. "Did you like doing that?"
“Of course,” I whispered with only false shame. There was no point in lying. My body had already given me away. I loved making him cum in my mouth.
"Good." His fingers circled my clit and I gasped. "Because I loved watching you."
He worked me with his fingers while kissing down my neck, my chest, taking my nipple into his mouth. The combination of sensations was overwhelming and I was already close to the edge from sucking him.
"I want you inside," I said, grinding against his hand. "Please, Connor?” I knew he loved me saying his name.
"Patience." But he reached for his jeans pocket, pulled out his wallet, found a condom.
He rolled the condom on and I positioned myself over him, one hand on his shoulder for balance, the other guiding him to my entrance. The angle was different from before and I had to go slowly, taking him inch by inch.
"That's it," Connor said, his hands on my hips helping to support me. "Take your time."
I did.
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