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Chapter 1

I didn't say anything when Dillon caught McKenna’s wrist. The fire burned down to rich glowing coals by then, throwing  shadows that made the old log walls seem to breathe. McKenna was crossing from the kitchen with a wooden bowl of popcorn, the kind you make on the stove, which she'd insisted on even though it meant standing there shaking the pot for ten minutes. Dillon's hand shot out as she passed the couch.

“Here,” he said, grinning up at her.

My girlfriend laughed her nervous laugh and resisted for half a second before letting herself be tugged down beside him. The bowl tilted but didn't spill. She tucked her legs underneath her and glanced over at me like she was checking my state.

I re-crossed my legs in the armchair and took another sip of bourbon.

"Your grandfather built this place, you said? I asked Dillon, picking up the thread of our meandering conversation.

"Sixty-seven," he said. His arm settled along the back of the couch not touching McKenna's shoulders, but close. "Did most of it himself, too. The stonework on the fireplace took him two summers."

McKenna picked at the popcorn eating one kernel at a time. Outside, the lake was invisible beyond the windows, but I could hear it lapping at the dock. There was no moon that night and it was particularly dark out. The three of us were suspended in our pocket of orange light while the forest pressed in around us.

"Must be worth something now," McKenna said quietly.

Dillon shrugged. "Family won't sell. Mom keeps saying we should rent it out, but…” He gestured vaguely at the worn furniture, the gaps in the floorboards. "Who'd want to stay here?"

"I would," McKenna said. She was looking at the fire, not at either of us. "It's perfect."

Dillon leaned forward to grab a handful of popcorn. His knee bumped hers and stayed there. "You always like old things."

"Better than new things trying to look old." She took the bowl from her lap and set it on the coffee table, that massive slab of pine that been here as long as the fireplace. "Remember that restaurant in Toronto? The one with the fake exposed brick?"

"Plastic beams," Dillon said, laughing. "Painted to look like wood."

I didn't remember them talking about Toronto. I stretched my legs out and let my feet hit against the floor. "When were you in Toronto?"

"Oh." McKenna tucked her hair behind her ear. "Just, you know. Before."

Before me, she meant. The unspoken reference hung like smoke.

Dillon stood up and crossed to the window. He pressed his palm against the glass. "Lake's higher than last year. You can tell by the dock posts."

"Climate change," McKenna offered.

"Or just a wet spring." He stayed at the window. "You remember that summer we tried to swim across to the far shore?"

McKenna pulled her sweater sleeves down over her hands. "We made it like halfway,” she said to me, rolling her eyes.

"You made it halfway. I cramped up and to float on my back like a dead fish while you towed me back in."

She was smiling now. "You were so mad."

"I was fourteen I was humiliated in front of the hottest girl I’d ever seen.” Dillon turned from the window and walked back to the couch with a grin to McKenna who narrowed her eyes at him. When he sat down this time, he angled himself toward her. His arm went up along the back of the cushions behind her shoulders. "You want another drink, Connor? Or you about done?”

I looked down at my glass. It was still half full. "I'm good."

"Kenna?" His fingers brushed her shoulder as he said it the lightest touch.

"I shouldn't." But she was already standing and following him to the kitchen.

I listened to them moving around in there, the clink of bottles, McKenna's quiet laugh at something he said. The fire popped and I watched a spray of sparks climb toward the chimney. My phone was in my pocket but there was no signal out here. We'd established that when we arrived yesterday afternoon. It was just the three of us and sixty miles of forest.

They came back, Dillon carrying two glasses of whiskey and McKenna a bottle of water. She crossed to my chair and handed me the water.

"You looked thirsty," she said to me privately. “Don’t you always take a water to bed when you go?”

Dillon already settled back onto the couch. He patted the cushion next to him and my girlfriend sat down against him without hesitation. She tucked herself into the corner where his arm was waiting. His hand came down and rested on her shoulder casual and easy.

"Tell Connor about the bear," Dillon said with a nudge. His thumb moved in a small circle against her sweater.

"Oh God, no."

"Come on. It's a good story."

McKenna shook her head but she was already starting to smile. "It's not a funny story. It's a stupid story."

"I'll tell it then." Dillon looked at me over her head. His hand remained where it was on her shoulder. "She was sixteen. We were up here alone.”

“We weren’t alone. My sister was here too.”

"Your sister was asleep. You were out on the porch at like two in the morning, reading by flashlight." As he talked, his fingers trailed down from her shoulder to her upper arm. McKenna pulled her knees up to her chest.

"I couldn't sleep," she said.

"And this bear just moseys up to the porch. Not aggressive curious. Sniffing around."

McKenna wrapped her arms around her shins. "He was huge."

"So what does she do? Does she go inside, lock the door like a sensible person?" Dillon's hand moved back up to her shoulder and this time, his fingers curled over the curve of it.

I waited. McKenna was looking at her knees.

"She talks to it," Dillon said. "Just starts having a conversation with this bear. Telling it about her book. About her parents' divorce."

"I was sixteen and scared," McKenna said quietly. She leaned into him now, her shoulder pressing against his chest.

"The bear sat down. I swear to God, she showed me the spot. You could see where it pressed down the grass." His other hand came up and he tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, let his fingers linger there at her temple.

"It left after twenty minutes," she said with a dismissive shrug, her eyes darting back and forth between his eyes from up close.

"Because you bored it to death with your feelings." He was grinning with the tease but his hand moved to the back of her neck, his fingers resting against her skin above her collar.

McKenna reached forward for the popcorn bowl and when she settled back, she was even closer to him. Their sides were pressed together from shoulder to hip. She offered the bowl to him and he took a piece, his eyes on hers.

The fire was barely glowing now. The room gotten darker.

"Should I put another log on?" I asked.

"There's more wood on the porch," Dillon said. His arm wrapped fully around McKenna now. "I can get it in a minute if your staying up.”

He made no move to get up. McKenna let her head tip back against his shoulder. She was looking at the ceiling, at the old beams that held up the cottage.

"Connor can get it," she said. Her voice was soft. "You got the last batch." She patted his chest. She looked at me. “If you want to say up,” she shrugged.

I stood on legs stiffened from sitting. I crossed to the door and pulled it open. The cold hit me and I stepped out onto the porch.

The woodpile was stacked against the far wall. I loaded three logs into my arms, the bark rough against my palms. Through the window I could see them on the couch. McKenna turned toward Dillon and her hand was on his chest. He was saying something to her and she was smiling. His hand came up to her face and his thumb traced along her cheekbone.

I came back inside with the wood purposefully making noise. They separated by inches but his arm was still around her. She was looking down at her hands in her lap.

"It's freezing out there," I said.

“Night on the lake.” Dillon said. His fingers were playing in the ends of her hair now, winding a strand around a finger and letting it go. "Always like this.”

I fed the logs into the fireplace. They were dry and caught right away. Flames climbed the bark and the room brightened. When I turned around, I found McKenna watching me. Dillon's hand moved to her knee. His fingers rested there, spread wide against her.

"How long have you two known each other, anyway?” I asked. I sat back down in my chair and picked up the water she brought me.

"Since we were kids," McKenna said. Dillon's thumb started moving in slow circles on her knee. "Our families cottages on the same lake. Different lake, though. Smaller."

"We basically grew up together every summer," Dillon added. His hand slid higher on her thigh an inch or two. "From the time we were what, eight?"

"Seven for me," McKenna said. "You were nine." She put her hand over his, the one on her thigh, but she wasn't moving it away. She was holding it there.

Outside, something moved through the underbrush with heavy steps, branches snapping. It circled the cottage once, twice. Then silence descended again.

"Probably a deer," Dillon said. He pulled McKenna closer and she went willingly, tucking herself against him. Her head rested on his shoulder and his cheek pressed against her hair.

The fire crackled and climbed higher. I watched the flames and tried to remember the last time McKenna looked at me the way she just looked at Dillon.

I took a drink of water and set the bottle down on the floor beside my chair. The label was starting to peel where the condensation soaked through. McKenna pushed forward on the couch and reached for the popcorn bowl again.

"You want some or not?” she asked Dillon.

"Feed me," he said, tilting his head back against the cushions. "I'm too comfortable to move."

She laughed and picked out a single kernel. "You're ridiculous."

"Come on. Just one."

She held it up between her thumb and forefinger, aiming for his mouth. He opened and she tossed it but it bounced off his nose and landed on his chest. They both laughed and she tried again, this time holding the popcorn right above his lips.

"Better technique," he said.

She dropped it and he caught it, chewing with exaggerated satisfaction. "One more."

"You have hands," she said, but she was already picking out another piece. This time she held it closer, right at his mouth, and when he took it, his lips closed around her fingers. His eyes were on hers and he held her fingers in his mouth for a moment, his tongue brushing against her skin before he let go.

McKenna pulled her hand back and looked over at me. Her cheeks gone pink. "Dillon!” she said, but it came out like a laugh, like she was scolding a puppy.

"What?" He was grinning. “I’m hungry, right Dillon?”


Chapter 2

McKenna wiped her fingers on his jeans and set the bowl back on the table. Dillon wrapped his arm around her waist this time, his palm flat against her hip.

I watched the fire and tried to think of something to say. The logs I brought in were burning hot now. The heat was making my face flush.

"So what do you do, Connor?" Dillon asked. His hand moved in small circles on her hip, the fabric of her sweater bunching and smoothing under his palm. "McKenna's told me a little but I want to hear it from you."

"I work in IT," I said. "Database management mostly."

"Sounds stable,” Dillon said. McKenna put her hand on his chest again, resting it there over his heart. “It’s good. Stability's important." She lightly slapped his chest as though she thought he might have been dismissive of my career plan.

"What about you?" I asked.

“Bartender. Well, I manage a bar sometimes. Cocktail place in town.” He was looking down at McKenna as he spoke. "The money's actually pretty good. Tips, you know. And I get to be creative with it."

"He makes these incredible drinks," McKenna said. She turned her face toward him. Their noses were almost touching. "Remember that thing you made the lavender?"

"The Midnight Garden," he said. "You loved that one."

"I did," she said softly and she grinned crookedly at him.

They remained like that, looking at each other from too close. I slumped deeper in my chair and the leather creaked under me. McKenna blinked and only then seemed to remember I was there.

"Connor doesn't drink cocktails," she informed me. "He's more of a beer man.”

"Nothing wrong with that," Dillon said. His hand slid around to the small of her back, his fingers splayed against her spine. "Simple tastes."

I didn't know if that was meant as an insult or not. I decided to let it pass.

"McKenna doesn't drink much anymore," I said. "Since we've been together."

She turned to look at me. Dillon's thumb started tracing slow lines up and down her back. "I drink sometimes."

"Not like you used to, though," I said.

"No," she admitted. "Not like I used to."

"She used to be fun," Dillon said. He was smiling now but there was something in his voice. "Life of the party. You remember that night at the beach house?"

McKenna closed her eyes. "Oh God."

"What happened at the beach house?" I asked through a wide smile. I wanted to know more.

"She got absolutely wrecked on tequila and decided she needed to go swimming. At midnight. In October."

"The water wasn't that cold," McKenna said.

"It was freezing. I to go in after you because you wouldn't come back." His hand moved up under her sweater. I could see his fingers under the fabric, could see them moving against her skin. "You were laughing the whole time. Said you felt like a mermaid."

"I was twenty-one and stupid," McKenna said. She put both hands on his chest now and was looking up at him. "We were both stupid back then,” she said softly, almost privately.

"We fun though," he said. His voice dropped lower.

"We did," she agreed and she settled back with a wide smile.

The wind picked up outside. I could hear it in the trees, could hear the lake responding to it with bigger waves against the shore. The cottage creaked and settled around us. A branch scraped against the window behind Dillon and McKenna but neither of them looked.

"How long we staying?" I asked. "Tomorrow or Sunday?"

She didn't answer right away. Dillon's fingers found the hem of her sweater and were tracing patterns just above the waistband of her jeans. His pinky pressed under the denim and she inhaled but didn't move away.

"I thought Sunday," she said. "Unless you want to leave earlier."

"Just asking," I said.

"We could stay even longer if you want," Dillon offered. He was looking at me now but his hand kept moving under my girlfriend’s sweater. “I’m not going anywhere.”

"I have work Monday," I said.

"Right," he said. "The databases."

McKenna laughed at something, though I wasn't sure what was funny. She nestled closer against him and his hand came up into her hair. He ran his fingers through it, slow and roughly, gathering the dark strands and letting them fall through his fingers. She made a small sound, almost a sigh, and let her eyes close.

"That feels nice," she murmured.

"You always loved having your hair played with," he said. His voice gone quieter, intimate, like I wasn't even in the room.

"Mmm," she said. Her hands relaxed against his chest and I could see her breathing deepen.

"You're going to fall asleep on me," he said.

"Maybe," she said with a serene smile. She opened her eyes and looked at me for a second, then closed them. "Is that okay?"

I realized she was asking me. I gripped the arms of my chair and felt the old fabric rough under my palms.

"It's late," I said. "We should probably all get some sleep soon."

"It's only eleven," Dillon said. He ran both arms around her now. "The night's still young."

McKenna rolled over and pulled her legs up onto the couch. She was curled against him completely now, her body fitting into his like they’d done this a thousand times before.

"Tell me about the databases, Connor," Dillon said. "What exactly does database management entail?"

I explained about databases, about SQL queries and data integrity and backup protocols. My voice sounded flat in the warm room. Dillon nodded along like he was actually interested, asking questions that were just intelligent enough to keep me talking. McKenna's eyes closed but she was listening. I could tell by the way her fingers moved against his shirt, little unconscious movements.

"Sounds like you have to be pretty detail-oriented," Dillon said. His hand settled on the nape of her neck, his fingers moving in her hair.

"You have to be," I said. "One mistake can corrupt an entire system."

"Pressure," he said. He moved and McKenna moved with him, following the movement of his body without opening her eyes. They slumped lower on the couch together. His head was tilted back against the cushions and hers rested in the hollow of his shoulder.

"You get used to it," I said.

The fire popped and a log split down the middle. Sparks drifted up and vanished in the chimney. I watched them rise up and leave.

"McKenna ever tell you about the tree house?" Dillon asked.

Her eyes opened wide. "Don't." She pusher her hand hard into his side.

"It's a good story."

"It's embarrassing," she said, but she was smiling too. She tucked herself tighter against him.

“I think we were fifteen," Dillon said. "There was this massive oak tree behind her parents' cottage. The old one, before they sold it. Someone built a tree house in it years ago and we decided to fix it up."

"We spent all summer on it," McKenna said. Her voice was drowsy. "Every single day."

"Hammering boards, hauling supplies up there. Her dad kept saying it was going to fall apart and kill us both." Dillon's hand moved from her neck to her shoulder, his thumb tracing lazy circles there. "But we got it done. Made it waterproof, put in windows, even ran an extension cord up for a lamp."

"It was perfect," McKenna said.

"We slept up there the last night of summer," Dillon said. "Brought sleeping bags and snacks and stayed up all night talking."

"About what?" I asked.

McKenna was quiet for a moment. "Everything. What we wanted to be. Where we wanted to go. All the things you talk about when you're fifteen and you think you know how the world works."

"What did you want to be?" I asked her.

"A writer, I told you that before,” she said. "I was going to write novels and live in Paris and be very dramatic about everything."

"You were already pretty dramatic," Dillon said. She elbowed him and he laughed. His hand slipped down to her waist and remained there.

"What did you want to be?" I asked Dillon.

“Play guitar in a band," he said. "Tour the country, live in a van, the whole cliché. I was insufferable about it."

"You were passionate," McKenna said.

"I was insufferable," he insisted. "I made everyone listen to my terrible songs."

"They weren't all terrible.”

"They were all terrible." He started playing with the hem of her sweater, his fingers sliding just under the fabric and then retreating. "But you always said they were good."

"I was being supportive," she said to me.

"You were being a liar." His voice was warm, affectionate. They slumped down even lower now. Their legs were tangled together and her hand found its way inside his flannel shirt, resting against his t-shirt underneath.

I cleared my throat. “You still play a little?”

"Sometimes," Dillon said. "Not seriously. I've got a guitar here actually. In the back bedroom."

"You should play something," McKenna said. She turned her face toward his chest.

"It's late."

"It's not that late." She was nearly horizontal now, stretched out along the couch with her head on his thigh. He had one hand on her hip and the other still tangled in her hair lightly pulling on it. "Play the one about the lighthouse."

"You remember that one?" He sounded surprised.

"I remember all of them," she said quietly.

He looked down at her and something passed between them. His hand tightened on her hip.

"Maybe tomorrow," he said.

"Promise?"

"Promise."

She closed her eyes. His fingers found the strip of skin between her sweater and her jeans and were resting there touching, not moving. I could see the pale flash of her stomach when her sweater rode up. She didn't adjust.

"You warm enough over there, Connor?" Dillon asked. He didn't looked away from McKenna.

"I'm fine."

“Extra blankets in the closet if you get cold. This place doesn't hold heat well once the fire dies down."

"I'm good," I said.

McKenna had gone very still. I thought maybe she actually had fallen asleep, but then she spoke. "Do you remember teaching me to skip stones?"

"You were terrible at it," Dillon said.

"I got better."

"You got okay." His thumb moved against her skin enough to see. "You still do that thing where you twist your wrist at the end."

"It works," she said.

"It's all wrong. I tried to fix it but you wouldn't listen."

“So, I’m stubborn," she said.

"You are." He slouched deeper into the couch cushions. McKenna slid with him and ended up pressed fully against his side, her leg hooked over his. His hand moved higher under her sweater. I could see his knuckles through the fabric, could see them moving up and down over her ribs.

"We should go to the lake tomorrow," she said. "While it's still warm enough."

"Supposed to rain," Dillon said.

"So? We've swum in the rain before."

"We were kids before."

"So?" she said again. She opened her eyes and was looking up at him. "We're not that old yet."

He smiled down at her. "No. Not yet."

The wind rattled the windows and I heard something fall, a rake maybe, or a stick. Neither of them reacted. Dillon's hand found the small of her back and was moving in slow circles there. McKenna's breathing deepened and her eyes closed again. She looked completely content, completely at ease.

"You two must have a lot of history," I said. My voice came out rougher than I intended.

"Seventeen years," Dillon said. "Give or take."

"That's a long time."

"It is." He was looking at me now and his expression was completely open, completely friendly. "But you know how it is. Old friends. You fall back into it so easily.”

"Right," I said.

"How long you and McKenna been together?" he asked.

"Eight months."

"That's so great. That's a good amount of time. You get to know someone."

"You do," I agreed.


Chapter 3

McKenna made a small sound and burrowed deeper against him. Her hand slipped further inside his shirt and I could see her fingers moving against his chest. Dillon adjusted his position again, getting more comfortable, and she moved with him like water. His hand migrated from her back to her side, his fingers spreading wide just below her ribs.

"She's going to fall asleep," he said to me. “You watch, she always does."

"Always?"

"When she comfortable somewhere. When she’s safe." He said it casually, like it was just a fact, like it didn't mean anything. "You've noticed it.”

"Sure," I said.

McKenna's eyes opened suddenly. She sat up fast enough that Dillon's hand fell away from her side.

"We need music," she said. "And the lights are too bright."

"The lights are fine," I said.

"Way too bright. This is supposed to be cozy." She was on her feet, crossing to the wall switch. "Where's your phone, Dillon? Mine's dead."

"Kitchen counter," he said.

She flipped the switch and the overhead lights went out. The room collapsed into the orange glow of the fireplace. Shadows jumped and flickered across the walls. I could barely see her moving through the kitchen, her silhouette opening drawers and moving things around.

“Same code?” she called out. He didn’t answer. A moment later music started playing from the bluetooth speaker on the bookshelf, something with a low, heavy beat that seemed to pulse through the floorboards, the kind of music you felt as much as heard.

She came back to the couch and dropped down next to Dillon, tighter than before. She curled her legs underneath herself and leaned heavily into him. His arm went around her immediately, like it had been waiting.

"Much better," she said.

"I can barely see," I said.

"That's the point." She was grinning now, more animated than she'd been all night. "It's atmospheric."

Dillon poked her in the ribs and she jumped.

"Don’t. I'm just relaxed," she said. She poked him back harder. "You're being weird.”

"I'm not being weird." He caught her hand before she could poke him again. "You're being weird."

"Am not." She tried to pull her hand free but he held on, so she used her other hand to poke him in the side. He laughed and grabbed that one too. They were facing each other now, her wrists trapped in his hands between them.

"Take it back," he said.

"No." She grinned with challenge.

"Take it back or I'll make you."

"You can't make me." She was laughing, trying to twist her hands free. “And you never could."

He let go of one wrist and immediately went for her side, finding a spot just above her hip. She shrieked and folded sideways trying to protect herself. Her hand shot out and grabbed a handful of his hair, tugging hard enough to make him stop.

"Cheater," he said.

"Survivor," she corrected. She had his hair wrapped around her fingers and gave it another pull and he caught her wrist again.

"You want to play rough like that?" he asked.

"Maybe I do."

They were so close now their foreheads were almost touching. The firelight caught the side of her face and I could see she was breathing harder. Dillon's hand found her side again, his fingers resting there like a threat.

"Don't you dare," she warned.

"Or what?"

"Or I'll..." She didn't finish the sentence. Instead she pinched his arm above the elbow, and he yelped.

"That hurt."

"Good."

He retaliated by tickling her side and she dissolved into laughter, collapsing against him. She tried to squirm away but he pulled her closer, both arms around her now. She was giggling helplessly, her hands pushing at his chest.

"Stop, stop, stop," she gasped.

"Say I'm not weird."

"You're incredibly weird."

He tickled her again and she shrieked. Her hand found his hair again and she pulled harder this time. He made a sound that was half laugh, half shock, and his hands closed tight around her waist.

"Okay," he said. "Truce."

"Truce," she agreed. But she didn't let go of his hair. Her fingers stayed tangled there, playing with it now instead of pulling. He kept both hands on her hips too and she was practically in his lap now. The music throbbed through the room and neither of them moved.

I straightened in my chair and the leather groaned. McKenna glanced over at me like she'd forgotten I was there.

“We should dance,” she said.

"Nobody's dancing," I said.

"We could dance.” She was still wound around Dillon, her hands on his shoulders now, his hands on her waist. "This is a good song for dancing.”

“Kind of more rhythmic noise," I said.

"It's not noise." She gave Dillon's shoulder a light slap. "Tell him it's not noise."

"It's not noise," Dillon said obediently. He was looking at her, not at me. His hands slipped around to the small of her back and his thumbs were tracing patterns there.

"See?" McKenna said. She gave me a smile and then turned back to Dillon. She pinched his earlobe lightly, and he caught her hand.

"What was that for?" he asked.

"Being agreeable."

"I thought that was a good thing."

"It is." She leaned in and whispered something I couldn't hear. Whatever it was made him snicker. His hand came up and tugged gently on her hair, tilting her head back. She swatted at him but she was smiling.

"You're incredibly terrible," he said.

"You like it."

"Unfortunately."

He wrapped a strand of her hair around his finger and pulled it gently, watching it spring back. She drove her hands up to to his chest again, her fingers playing with the buttons of his flannel shirt.

The song changed to something slower but still with that same heavy beat. McKenna swayed and Dillon moved with her. They weren't dancing but they were moving together, synchronized in a way that suggested they'd done this before, a kind of vertical dancing.

She pinched his side and he jerked. "Still ticklish there."

"Always." He retaliated by running his finger along the back of her neck and she shivered. "Still sensitive there."

"Don’t!” she said, but she was smirking now too.

"Don't what?" He did it again and she ducked her head, burying her face against his shoulder. His arms came around her.

"You two want another drink?" I asked.

"I'm good," Dillon said. McKenna shook her head against his chest. His hand was in her hair again, fingers combing through it. She had gone quiet but I could see her hands sliding against his back, restless little movements.

"We used to do this at parties," Dillon said. He was talking to me now but looking down at McKenna virtually in his lap. "She'd get so tired and just attach herself like a barnacle. But she’d still want to dance.”

"I am not a barnacle," McKenna said without lifting her head or opening her eyes and ceasing to dance on him.

"You absolutely were. Remember Jake's birthday? You fell asleep standing up hanging on to me while everyone danced around us."

"I was very drunk."

"You were very barnacle-like." He had both arms wrapped around her and she melted completely against him. Her leg hooked over his and they were tangled together in the firelight.

She lifted her head and flicked his ear. “So rude,” she said privately to him.

"Accurate." He caught her hand before she could do it again and held it against his chest. "You going to behave?"

"Probably not," she said. She pulled her hand free and immediately used it to muss up his hair. He grabbed her wrist but she used her other hand to do the same thing. They were laughing again, grappling in that playful way with no real force behind it. Her sweater rode up and his hand found bare skin. They both went still for just a moment, then McKenna gave his hair another gentle tug and the moment passed.

"You two have a lot of energy," I said.

"We're just playing around," McKenna said. She settled back against Dillon with her head on his shoulder. "Like old times."

"Like old times," Dillon agreed. His hand was fully under her sweater now, resting flat against her lower back. I could see his wrist disappear beneath the fabric.

The fire burned down again. The room was darker now with deep orange coals and the jumping  shadows. The music pulsed and McKenna's breathing synced with the beat. Dillon's fingers moved in slow circles on her bare skin under her sweater.

"I'm getting cold," McKenna said. She sat up and looked around. "Is that blanket somewhere?"

"Closet by the bathroom," Dillon said. "Should be a blue one on the top shelf."

She untangled herself from him and padded across the room, disappearing down the hallway. I heard the closet door open, heard her rummaging around. When she came back she was carrying a thick fleece blanket, the kind that seen years of use. The fabric was pilled and soft-looking.

"Found it," she said. She shook it out and it billowed in the firelight before settling. Instead of taking it to the chair or draping it over herself, she climbed back onto the couch and spread it over both of them. Dillon lifted his arms so she could tuck it around his sides and then his arms came down over the blanket, and over her.

"Better?" he asked.

"Muchly.” She burrowed under the blanket and against him. I could see the shape of them under it, could see how she'd curled into his side with her leg thrown over his. His hand moved under the blanket and I watched the fabric move and reshape as he adjusted his grip on her.

"You want a blanket, Connor?" Dillon asked. "There might be another one in there."

"I'm fine," I said.

"You sure? It's going to get colder."

"I'm good.”

McKenna's hand emerged from under the blanket and she reached for the popcorn bowl on the coffee table.

"This is the best part of the cottage," McKenna said. Her voice was quieter now, relaxed. "Being cozy like this while it's cold outside."

"We used to make forts," Dillon said. “We’d take all the blankets from everywhere and cushions and build these elaborate things."

"Your mom got so mad that one time," McKenna said. "When we used her good quilts."

"She got over it." His hand was moving under the blanket. I could see the slow drag of fabric over what had to be her hip, her waist. "We'd stay in there for hours. Bring flashlights and comics and just hide away."

"From what?" I asked.

"From everything," McKenna said. "From our parents, from responsibilities. From prying eyes.”

"We weren't very good at being normal people," Dillon said.

"We still aren't." She moved under the blanket and it slipped down enough that I could see his hand on her side, could see her sweater ridden up almost to her ribs. She pulled the blanket back up. "That's why we get along so well.”

"That's why," he agreed with a smirk.


Chapter 4

The music changed again. It was now something even slower, more rhythm than melody. McKenna was moving under the blanket, making restless little movements that made Dillon adjust his position for her. They were both lower on the couch now, almost horizontal. I could see her head on his chest, could see the blanket rise and fall with her breathing.

"You comfortable or what?” he asked her and he shook his head at me.

"Very."

"Not too warm?"

"It's perfect." Her hand came out from under the blanket and she traced a pattern on his chest, over his shirt. Then her hand disappeared again. "Tell Connor about the canoe."

"Oh God, the canoe," Dillon said. He was looking up at the ceiling, grinning. "You want to hear about the canoe, Connor?"

"Sure," I said.

"We were sixteen. Decided to canoe across the lake to the park on the other side. It's maybe five kilometers. Should have been easy."

"Except we didn't check the weather," McKenna said. The blanket was moving more noticeably now. I couldn't tell what they were doing under there but they were definitely moving.

"Didn't check the weather," Dillon confirmed. "Got about halfway across and this storm rolled in. Lightning, huge waves, the whole thing."

"I was so scared," McKenna said. Her voice was muffled against his chest.

"She wanted to turn back but we were past the point of no return. We had to just keep going." His hand emerged from the blanket to gesture and then went back under. "Waves were coming over the sides, we were both soaked, and she just started singing."

"I sing when I'm nervous," McKenna said.

"She sang every Disney song she knew. The entire soundtrack to The Little Mermaid while we're fighting for our lives in this storm."

"It helped," she insisted. I saw her pinch him under the blanket. He jerked and laughed.

"It did not help."

"It helped me." She propped herself up on her elbow now, looking down at him. The blanket had fallen to her waist and I could see his hand there, could see his fingers spread wide on her hip. "You're just mad because you don't appreciate good music."

"I appreciate good music. That was not good music. That was tone-deaf panic singing."

She slapped his chest lightly. "I have a nice voice."

"You have an enthusiastic voice." He caught her hand before she could hit him again. "There's a difference."

"You're being mean." But she was smiling. She pulled the blanket back up over both of them and settled down again. This time when she curled against him, her hand went under his shirt. I could see her wrist disappear beneath the fabric, could see the movement of her hand against his skin under there.

"Anyway," Dillon continued, talking to me while McKenna did whatever she was doing under the blanket, "we made it across. Dragged the canoe up on the beach and just lay there in the rain, completely exhausted."

"We slept there," McKenna said softly. "Under the canoe."

"For like three hours. Then we to paddle back."

"The storm passed by then though. It was beautiful. Sunset on the water."

"It was beautiful," Dillon agreed. His voice went quieter. Under the blanket, something was happening. The fabric moved in slow, nearly imperceptible ways. McKenna went very still except for her hand. "You cried."

"I didn't cry."

"You absolutely cried. You said it was the most beautiful thing you'd ever seen."

"I was sixteen and dramatic," she said. But I could hear the smile in her voice. "Everything made me cry."

"Some things still do," he said.

"Some things," she agreed.

The fire was now only a bed of orange coals that pulsed with the faint movement of air in the chimney. The music droned on, all bass and deep whisper, and my eyelids felt heavy. I blinked and realized I didn't know how long I'd been sitting there without speaking.

"What time is it?" I asked.

Nobody answered for a moment. Then Dillon said, "Late."

The word hung in the air. McKenna slipped further under the blanket and made a small sound, almost a gasp, but cut off. She went rigid for a second and then relaxed. Her hand gripped the edge of the blanket.

"You okay?" I asked.

"Fine," she said. Her voice was tight. “Shivering from the cold."

But I could see a flush on her cheeks even in the dim light. She turned her face into Dillon's chest and stayed there. Under the blanket, there was more movement, slow and continuous. His arm had to be around her, his hand had to be somewhere on her. She made another small sound and bit her lip.

Minutes passed. The music deepened to something even more minimal and hypnotic, just a heartbeat rhythm and the occasional drift of synth. My eyes wanted to close. I forced them open and watched the coals breathe.

"Remember the stars?" McKenna said suddenly. Her voice was different now. Breathy.

"Which stars?" Dillon asked. His voice was low, almost a murmur.

"That night. The meteor shower." She paused and her breath caught. She shot a look up at him, and her eyes narrowed, almost angry. He looked back at her with perfect innocence. "We stayed up all night watching."

"August," Dillon said. "Perseids."

"You knew all the constellations," she said. She closed her eyes and her hand curled tightly in his shirt. "You were showing me."

"You weren't paying attention to the stars though.”

"I was." Another pause. The blanket moved. She inhaled sharply through her nose and glared up at him. “Just like I’m paying attention now,” she said, her eyes deep on his. There was more movement under the blanket and he flinched.

"If you say so." His free hand came up and brushed hair away from her face. His hand under the blanket kept doing whatever it was doing. "What did I show you?"

"Cassiopeia," she said. Her voice wavered. "And Cygnus. And then…” She trailed off and turned her face away from both of us, pressing it hard against his chest. It was like a memory shot forward.

A silence stretched out. I could hear the lake outside, the waves steady against the shore. The wind died down and everything felt suspended, held in place by the dim orange light and the rhythmic pulse of the music.

"Connor, you should get some sleep," Dillon said. "You look exhausted."

"I'm fine," I said.

"There's a bedroom down the hall. Bed's already made up."

"I'm not tired."

"Suit yourself." Under the blanket, his arm moved. McKenna's whole body tensed and she grabbed his wrist through the fabric. She held it, keeping it still, and breathed hard for a few seconds. Then she let go and his arm moved again.

There was more silence. The music played on. I thought about getting up, about going to bed, but my body felt welded to the chair. The warmth from the coals was soothing. I watched the shapes under the blanket rearrange themselves.

"What are you thinking about?" Dillon asked. It took me a moment to realize he was talking to McKenna.

"Nothing now,” she whispered.

"Liar."

“Ok then, everything." She laughed a breath of sound. "How nothing changes."

"Everything changes," he said.

"Not us here." Her hand found his face in the darkness. I could see her fingers drag against his jaw. “You’re still the same stupid kid.”

"We're not kids anymore," he said.

"No," she agreed. She went quiet for a long moment and then her body jerked and she turned her face up to glare at him. Her lips parted but no words came out. He smiled down at her and she closed her eyes, her jaw clenched. But it was clearly in jest.

The song ended. In the few seconds of silence before the next one started, I could hear her breathing fast and shallow. Then the music began again and covered it.

"I should put another log on," I said.

"Don't," McKenna said. "It's warm enough."

“You think?”

"It is under here," she said. "It's perfect under here."

Dillon's hand came up and stroked her hair. She leaned into the touch like a cat. Under the blanket, everything was moving slow and relentless. Her leg was over his. His hand was on her back, or her hip, or somewhere. The blanket gave nothing away except motion.

"You two have known each other a long time," I said. I didn't know why I said it. The words just came out.

“Like orever," McKenna said dreamily. She wasn't looking at me. She was looking at Dillon with something in her expression. "Feels like forever."

"Might as well be," Dillon said. His thumb traced her cheekbone and she caught his hand, held it against her face, pushed her cheek into his palm. She looked desperate and something else, too. Her hips moved under the blanket and she made a sound in her throat that she tried to swallow.

"You okay there, Kenna?" I asked.

"She's fine," Dillon said. “She’s just tired. Aren't you just tired?"

“I’m exhausted by you,” she breathed. But she didn't sound tired. She sounded wired, strung tight. She glared up at Dillon again and he smiled back down at her, easy and relaxed. His hand kept moving under the blanket and her whole body responded to it, arching just before she forced herself still again.

The silence came back, long minutes of it. The music was barely music anymore, just texture and rhythm. My head felt full of cotton. I watched them on the couch, my girlfriend and this old friend of hers, whose cottage we’d come to for the weekend, and they watched each other. The blanket rose and fell with their breathing. Sometimes it moved in other ways, too. What does one do in that situation? I didn’t know, I couldn’t think.

"Tell me something," McKenna said. Her voice was so quiet I almost didn't hear it.

"What?" Dillon asked.

"Anything. Tell me anything."

"The dock needs repairs," he said. "The third board is rotting."

She laughed, a strangled sound. "That's not what I meant."

"What did you mean?"

She didn't answer. She just turned her face back into his chest and gripped his shirt in both hands. The blanket moved and her back arched and she went completely still, holding her breath. Then she exhaled in a rush and relaxed.

"You two should get a room," I said and I laughed. I tried to make it sound like a joke but it came out flat.

“She seems pretty comfortable here," Dillon said. He was still stroking her hair with one hand. "Besides, all the rooms are freezing. Right here is the warmest spot in the house."

"Right," I said. “No doubt.”

McKenna's eyes were closed. Her face had gone soft, almost peaceful, except for the tension in her jaw. Every few minutes something would happen under the blanket and her expression would tighten and she'd shoot that glare up at Dillon again. He'd look back at her with nothing but calm affection.


Chapter 5

The coals moved and settled. A small cascade of sparks drifted up and died in the darkness of the chimney. I heard an owl outside, far off across the lake. The sound came and went and left more silence behind.

"Do you remember Mrs. Patterson?" McKenna asked. Her voice was barely audible.

“Art teacher," Dillon said.

"She used to let us stay after class." McKenna's hand came out from under the blanket and reached for the popcorn bowl. Her fingers trembled as she brought a single kernel to her mouth. "We'd work on projects for hours."

"You'd work on projects. I'd pretend to work on projects and mostly just talk which you.”

"You talked the whole time." She set the bowl back down and her hand disappeared under the blanket again. "About everything. About your dad leaving. About wanting to get out of here."

"I did want to get out of here," Dillon said. His hand came up and traced the line of her jaw. She went very still, watching his eyes. "For a while."

"What changed?" I asked.

He didn't answer right away. His fingers moved from my girlfriend’s jaw to her lips, touching them so lightly I could barely see it in the dim light. McKenna's eyes fluttered closed and her lips parted. She made a sound, so quiet it was almost nothing, and then she opened her eyes and glared at him again. He smiled and his hand moved back to her hair.

"I grew up," he said. "Realized running doesn't fix anything."

The music became deeper with a bass line that I could feel in my chest. McKenna turned onto her side now, facing Dillon completely, facing away from me. The blanket slipped down to her waist and I could see his hand spread across her bare back, could see his fingers moving in slow circles against her skin.

"We should have run away together," McKenna said. "Like we talked about."

"We talked about a lot of things," Dillon said.

"We were going to take that bus to Vancouver. Work on fishing boats. Live in a cabin."

"We were seventeen and stupid."

"We were seventeen and brave." Her hand found his chest again. I could see her fingers moving there, tracing patterns. "Now we're just stupid."

"Speak for yourself," he said. His hand moved up to the back of her neck. His fingers tangled in her hair and tugged gently. Her head tilted back and her throat became exposed in the firelight. She was breathing harder now. He pulled harder and her mouth dropped open deeper.

Another long pause settled over the room. I counted the seconds and got to thirty before anyone spoke.

"Connor, you should sleep," McKenna said. She wasn't looking at me. Her eyes were fixed on Dillon's face above her. "You have to drive tomorrow."

"I'm fine," I said.

"You're going to be exhausted." Her voice caught on the last word. Under the blanket, something changed. The motion was different now, more deliberate. She bit her lip and her hand twisted in Dillon's shirt.

"Let him stay if he wants," Dillon said. His hand was still in her hair tangled in it and pulling it rhythmically.  She gasped lightly with each tug. His other hand was doing something under the blanket that made McKenna's breathing go ragged. "He's a grown man. He can make his own choices."

"Right," McKenna whispered. "His own choices."

The owl called again, closer this time. I wondered if it was hunting or just talking to itself in the darkness. McKenna's whole body had gone tense. She was holding herself very still except for small tremors that ran through her every few seconds.

“Shivers again?” Dillon asked her.

"No," she said privately to him. "Not shivers.”

His hand moved from her hair to her face. He cupped her cheek and his thumb stroked across her lips again. This time he pressed there and her lips parted around his thumb. She closed her eyes and her hand came up to grip his wrist but she didn't push him away. She held him there and her tongue touched his thumb for just a second before she turned her face away.

"Stop," she breathed to him privately.

"Stop what?" he asked. His voice was all innocence.

"You know what."

"I'm just keeping you warm," he said. Under the blanket, his other hand kept moving. McKenna made a sound like a whimper and pressed her face harder against his chest.

More minutes passed. The music played on and I felt like I was floating somewhere above my body, watching all of this from a great distance, the chair underneath me, the two shapes on the couch under the blanket, the dying fire painting everything in shards of orange and black.

"Tell me about the first time you came here," I said. I needed to hear voices. I needed something to cut through the thickness in the air.

McKenna didn't answer. Dillon's hand was tugging her hair again and she had gone boneless against him.

"I was eight," Dillon said. "My grandfather brought me up for the summer. Taught me to fish. Taught me to split wood."

"Taught you to be quiet," McKenna added. Her voice was dreamy. "You were so loud."

"I was a kid."

"You were chaos." She moved under the blanket and gasped quietly against him. Her hand shot out and grabbed his shoulder. "You were like a hurricane."

"And you were the eye of the storm," he said. His hand moved to her face. He traced the line of her cheekbone, the curve of her ear, the edge of her jaw. Her eyes went heavy-lidded. "Always calm. Always centered."

"I wasn't calm," she said. "I was terrified."

"Of what?"

“Of you.” Her hand found its way inside his shirt again. I could see her wrist disappear. "Of my parents. Of school. Of never getting out."

"But you get out," Dillon said.

"Did I?" She was looking at him with something raw in her expression. "I'm right back here."

"By choice," he said.

"Is it?" she asked. Under the blanket, movements intensified. Her hips were moving, I was sure, and she was biting down on her lip hard enough that I thought she might bleed. She beamed up at Dillon and he smiled down at her and his hand kept moving.

The fire popped and I jerked in my chair. Neither of them reacted. They were lost in whatever was happening under that blanket, in the darkness, in the space between what I could see and what I could only imagine.

"You two want me to leave?" I asked, and I laughed. Making a joke was all I knew to do

"No," McKenna said. Too. "Stay. Please stay. I beg you.”

"Why?" I asked.

She didn't answer. She just closed her eyes and turned her face away and her whole body shuddered. Dillon's hand came up and stroked her hair and whispered something I couldn't hear. She nodded against his chest.


Chapter 6

A long silence stretched out again, long and suffocating. I could hear my own heartbeat. I could hear the lake. I could hear McKenna's breathing, fast and shallow and growing more desperate. The music pulsed on and the coals glowed and everything felt suspended in amber, preserved in this moment that might last forever.

“You ever go ice fishing?" Dillon finally asked. His voice was quiet, conversational. He was trying again. But his hand was stroking my girlfriend’s hair in long, slow movements, combing through it and occasionally pulling it too hard, but evidently not hard enough for her.

"No," I said. “I never tried it."

"It's peaceful. You drill a hole, drop a line, and wait." McKenna moved and pressed her face harder into his chest. "Hours sometimes. Just you and the ice and the silence."

"Sounds a bit boring," I said.

"It is." He smiled. "That's the point."

McKenna's hand rested on his chest. In the dim light I couldn't tell if she was gripping it or just touching it. She was breathing through her mouth now. Her leg moved under the blanket and Dillon's hand adjusted with her.

"My grandfather used to bring me out in January," Dillon continued. His voice was steady, like he was talking about the weather. "When the ice was thickest. We'd stay out there all day."

"Catch anything?" I asked.

"Sometimes. Pike mostly. The occasional perch." His fingers traced the shell of McKenna's ear and she made a small sound, maybe a sigh. "But that wasn't why we went."

McKenna was very still under the blanket now. Her breathing changed rhythm but I couldn't tell if that meant anything. I was monitoring her like a camera.

"Why did you go then?" I asked.

"To get away from my parents.” Dillon's hand moved to McKenna's neck. His fingers rested there lightly. “They talked constantly. Out on the ice, it was just quiet."

McKenna's hand moved inside his shirt, her fingers curling and uncurling. Dillon glanced down at her.

“The quiet's nice," I said.

"It is." Dillon was looking at McKenna now. He was watching her face in the orange glow while his hand did something to her. He was watching for a reaction. She wasn’t giving it to him. "You sleep okay in quiet or do you need noise?"

"Quiet's fine," I said.

"McKenna needs noise." His thumb brushed across her cheek and she took a deeper breath. "Always has. Can't sleep without something. Music or rain or people talking. Radio on quiet, right Ken-bird?”

McKenna made a sound that might have been agreement. Her eyes were closed and her body went still, like she was concentrating on something.

"What about you?" I asked.

"I can sleep anywhere." His hand moved down her back. "Learned that bartending. You grab sleep when you can."

“He literally can sleep anywhere,” McKenna confirmed without opening her eyes.

Nobody spoke for several minutes after that. McKenna's breathing was audible now over the music, steady but deeper than before. Dillon's hand kept moving under the blanket in slow patterns. She moved her hips and then went still again.

"You work tomorrow?" Dillon asked me.

“Tuesday,” I said. My voice sounded far away. "I have Monday off."

"Lucky." His fingers moved into her hair again, combing through it. "I'm working a double shift Tuesday. Going to be brutal."

"Why a double?" I asked.

“Guy’s away. I'm covering." His hand left her hair and disappeared under the blanket. “Money's good though, right?”

McKenna took a sharp breath through her nose. Her hand pressed flat against his chest. It could have been nothing.

"You ever bartend?" he asked me.

"No," I said.

"It's good people watching. You see everything. The best and worst of people." He laughed. “All their secrets come out after a few drinks."

Her breathing changed again. Shorter intervals. Her hand on his chest was moving now in small circles as though in time with something he was doing to her I couldn’t see.

"What kind of secrets?" I asked.

“Oh, the usual. Affairs. Regrets." Dillon's hand changed position under the blanket and McKenna's body tensed for just a moment and then relaxed. "Everyone's got regrets."

"What's yours?" I asked.

He went quiet for a long moment. His hand kept its slow rhythm and McKenna had gone very still again. Her face was turned completely away from me.

"Not doing this sooner," he said.

"This?" I asked.

"Coming back here. To the cottage. To the quiet." His hand came up and brushed McKenna's face. She turned into it, her lips near his palm. "To old things."

McKenna made a soft sound. Her body moved under the blanket and her breathing hitched. Dillon's hand stroked her hair but he kept talking to me in that same calm voice.

"You have any regrets, Connor?"

I looked at them on the couch together, at McKenna curled against him with her face hidden in his chest, at Dillon relaxed and easy with his hands all over her hair, face and body, at the blanket that covered them both and gave away almost nothing.

"Yeah," I said. "I've got a few."

"Like what?" he asked.

But I didn't answer. McKenna made another small sound and her hand curled into a fist against his chest. Dillon's hand kept moving under the blanket in that same slow pattern. She took a deeper breath and held it for a moment before letting it out.

“Fire's out," Dillon said. “It's getting late anyway." His hand was deep in McKenna's hair again. "We should all get some sleep."

McKenna's eyes popped opened. She looked at me but her expression was hard to read in the dim light. There might have been something desperate there.

"How much longer you two planning to stay up?" I asked.

"Not much longer probably,” Dillon said. Under the blanket, something changed and McKenna's eyes closed again. "Just a little while, if you want to go use the bathroom first.”

The owl called again outside. Three sharp cries came through the music and the walls. McKenna's body went tense for a moment and then relaxed against Dillon. He pulled the blanket up higher around her shoulders and wrapped both arms around her. Her breathing went still deeper.

"You comfortable over there?" Dillon asked me. "That chair's pretty old."

"It's fine," I said.

"There's a bed down the hall when you want it."

"I'm fine here."

“Okay.” He settled further back into the couch cushions. McKenna re-settled with him, her body fitting closely against his.

"You believe in ghosts?" Dillon asked. His voice was barely above a whisper now.

"No," I said.

"This place is supposed to be haunted." His hand was moving through McKenna's hair in long, lazy strokes. "My grandmother swore she saw a woman in white walking along the shore."

"Your grandmother see a lot of things?" I asked.

"She did toward the end." He smiled faintly. "Talked to people who weren't there. whole conversations."

McKenna's breathing settled into something that sounded like sleep,deep and even. Her body was completely relaxed against him. But her hand gripped his chest.

"Must have been hard," I said.

"It was what it was." Dillon's fingers traced along McKenna's hairline, following it down to her temple. "She was happy, mostly. Lived in her own world."

"You close with your grandparents ?” he asked.

"Not really,” I said. "They died when I was young."

"That's too bad." His fingers moved to McKenna's neck now. They rested there against her pulse point. "Grandparents are good for perspective. They've seen enough to know what matters."

McKenna's breathing hitched for just a second. Then it went back to that deep, even rhythm. Her hand on his chest still hadn’t moved. Dillon's thumb stroked her along the side of her neck.

"What matters?" I asked.

"Not much when you get down to it.” He fell quiet for a moment. "Being comfortable. Being with people who know you. The rest is just noise."

He wound her hair around his fingers slowly and methodically.

"McKenna's out," I said.

"She does this." His voice was soft, fond. "Falls asleep hard. You could set off fireworks and she wouldn't wake up."

But her hand moved. The movement was slight but I saw it. The fingers curled a bit more against his shirt. Dillon's fingers tightened in her hair, pulling it taut. He was pulling it so gently that it barely moved her head. But he held the tension there for a few seconds and then released it.

"She always been like that?" I asked.

"Long as I've known her." His hand smoothed her hair down and then gathered another section. He wound it around his fingers again in that same slow spiral. "Heavy sleeper. Total trust. You can do what you want to her.”

I stared at her in his lap not showing a reaction to what he said.

McKenna's breathing stayed even but there was something about the way her body was positioned now. There was a tension in her shoulders. Dillon kept winding and re-winding and puling her hair. It looked like he was just playing with it absently while he talked to me. But she was reacting to it.

"You two must have spent a lot of nights like this," I said. "Growing up."

"Some." His fingers traced down the back of her neck. "Sleepovers. Camping trips. Just hanging out until we passed out."

The blanket moved again near her hip. Dillon's hand moved from her neck to her cheek. He stroked it with the backs of his fingers. Her face followed his touch.

"She's lucky to have you as a friend," I said.

"I'm the lucky one." His hand went back to her hair. This time he gathered a larger section and wrapped it around his whole hand and pulled it until her head tilted back. Her face turned up toward the ceiling. Her eyes stayed closed and her breathing remained even but her throat was exposed. "She's always been there. Through everything." Her mouth fell open and her eyebrows pushed up over her forehead.

He held her like that with her head tilted back by her hair. His other hand came up from under the blanket and he traced one finger along the line of her throat from her chin down to her collarbone. She didn't react. She didn't open her eyes. She didn't even change her breathing. But I saw her hand on his chest tighten into a fist. Her chin jutted and she grimaced.

"What was the worst thing you went through?" I asked. "That she was there for."

Dillon let her hair go and her head settled back down against his chest. His hand returned to stroking her cheek. "My dad dying. I was nineteen. Came up here afterward and just fell apart."

"I'm sorry," I said.

"McKenna drove up that same night. Sat with me for three days. Didn't say much." His fingers were in her hair again, combing through it. "That's when I knew."

"Knew what?" I asked.

"That some people are just meant to be in your life." He was winding her hair around his fingers again. He was pulling it, too. "No matter what else happens."


Chapter 7

Under the blanket, the movement started again. Small movements were happening in rhythm. McKenna's breathing stayed deep and even but her hand on his chest started moving now. She was making tiny circles with her fingertips. It looked like she was doing it in her sleep.

"She ever talk about me?" I asked. I don’t know why I asked it.

"Some, actually.” Dillon's hand moved from her hair to the back of her neck. His fingers rested there, warm and possessive. "She says you're good to her."

"I try to be."

"That's all anyone can do." His hand slid up into her hair again and gathered it. This time he wrapped it around his fist and pulled, tilting her head back once more. He held her there and looked down at her face. His other hand moved under the blanket and McKenna's breathing changed. It got shallower. It got faster. But her eyes remained closed.

"She seems happy with you," Dillon said. He was still looking down at her, still holding her hair wrapped around his fist. "That's good." His other hand wrapped around her throat, slid down over her collar bone, and down further, too, under the blanket.

"Thanks," I said, my mouth dry, my eyes beading.

He let go of her hair and it fell across her face. He brushed it back gently and tucked it behind her ear. His hand cupped her cheek and his thumb stroked across her lips. They parted at his touch. Her breathing had gone back to that deep rhythm but I could see her throat working as she swallowed.

She never opened her eyes. She never acknowledged any of what was going on. But her hand on his chest kept making small circles and every so often her breathing would catch for just a moment before settling back into that false rhythm of sleep.

McKenna then stirred. Her eyes stayed closed but she moved her position, sliding upward along his body. The blanket moved with her and she settled higher on his lap. Her head came to rest somewhere near his belt. The blanket covered everything but I could see the shape of her there, curled up with her face pressed against him.

"She's so out of it.” Dillon's hand came down and rested on her head through the blanket. "She gets comfortable and that's it."

"You think we'll get rain tomorrow?" I asked.

“Looks like it.” Dillon looked out the window at the darkness. "You can smell it coming."

"What do you do in the winter up here?" I asked, unable to tear my eyes off how McKenna was curled up on him.

“Go out sometimes. Snowshoe. Ice fish like I said."

"Alone?"

"Mostly." He paused. "Sometimes with friends."

McKenna's head moved against him. Her hand disappeared under the blanket. I couldn't see what it was doing. Dillon's expression didn't change. He just kept stroking her head in slow, lazy movements.

"Cold in the winter," I said.

"Gets down to minus thirty some nights." His voice was quiet, almost dreamlike. "The lake freezes solid. You can walk all the way across."

More silence. The coals were barely glowing now. The room was almost completely dark except for that faint orange light.

"McKenna ever come up in winter?" I asked.

"Used to. Haven't been up here together in winter for years though.”

Under the blanket, McKenna's body started moving in small ways. Her shoulders heaved. Her head adjusted position. Dillon's hand tightened on her neck.

"You two were close," I said.

"We were." His voice was barely audible now. "We are."

The silence came back and lasted even longer this time. I counted my own breaths. Dillon's hand moved on her neck, his fingers tracing patterns I couldn't see. McKenna's breathing changed, shallower now but still rhythmic.

"You getting tired?" Dillon asked.

"A bit," I said.

"Long day." His hand slid down from her neck to her shoulder. "Long drive ahead.”

"Yeah."

Under the blanket, McKenna moved and Dillon's breath caught for just a second. Then he was calm again, his hand gripping her shoulder. The blanket was moving now in a way that nothing to do with breathing. There were small movements near where her head was, though the near total darkness made it hard to see.

"The stars are good up here," Dillon said. His voice was tighter now. "When there's no clouds."

"Yeah?" I said.

"Can see everything. Milky Way. Satellites." He paused and his hand gripped her shoulder harder. "Shooting stars most nights,” he finally said as though in some discomfort.

McKenna's hand emerged from under the blanket. It came to rest on his thigh, her fingers spread, then it disappeared again under the blanket. Dillon's head tilted back against the couch. His eyes went closed now.

"You tired?” I asked.

"Fine." He swallowed hard. “Yeah, tired I guess.”

The blanket kept moving. McKenna's shoulders were heaving in small rhythmic ways. Her breathing had gotten steadier through her nose. Dillon's hand moved from her shoulder back to her head and he began pressing down gently on her.

"Should all get some sleep soon," I said.

"Probably should.” His voice was strained now. "Long day tomorrow."

"What's the plan for tomorrow?" I asked.

“Who knows.” He was breathing harder now, answering quickly. "Could go out on the lake. Could just stay here."

His hand was now gripping her head through the blanket, holding her. His other hand come up and was gripping the arm of the couch. His knuckles were strained.

"Weather permitting, I guess,” I said.

"Yeah." The word came out rough. "Weather permitting as always.”

McKenna's whole body was moving now under the blanket. Her head was moving too and Dillon's breathing had gone ragged. His hand remained on her head, holding her.

"You sure you're okay?" I asked.

“I’m fine." He opened his eyes and looked at me. His face was flushed even in the dim light. "Just a cramp. In my leg I think.”

"You want to move?" I asked.

"No." The word came out sharp. "No, I'm good. Don't want to wake her."

I was sure I heard McKenna snicker.

His breathing was coming in short bursts now. His hand tightened on her head and his whole body went rigid. He held himself like that for several seconds and then relaxed all at once. His hand settled on her head and he began stroking her hair again.

McKenna’s breathing evened out. After a moment she changed position, settling back down against him. Her face was still in his lap under the blanket. Dillon's hand was stroking her head in long, slow movements.

"Cramp's better?" I asked.

"Much better." His voice was normal again, calm. "Thanks for the concern.”

The silence came back. The coals gone almost completely dark. I could barely see them anymore. They were just shapes in the darkness and the sound of breathing and the lake outside still moving against the shore.

McKenna made a sound, rolled over,  and opened her eyes. She blinked in the darkness and sat up, the blanket falling away from her.

"I need to use the bathroom," she said. Her voice was thick muffled.

"Down the hall," Dillon said. "You know where."

She stood up and I saw it then. Her jeans were unbuttoned and her fly was pulled down halfway. She didn't seem to notice or didn't care. She walked past my chair and I could smell her, something warm and close. She held her hand over her mouth and rushed. The bathroom door closed and I heard water running.

"She always gets up in the middle of the night," Dillon said. He was stretched out on the couch now, taking up the space where she'd been. "Every night. Like clockwork."

"Right," I said. “I know.”

He snapped his fingers at me. “Course you do,” and he winked.

We sat in silence listening to the water running and McKenna sounding like she was slurping it and spitting it. I heard cabinets opening and closing and the sound of her moving around. Dillon closed his eyes again and his hands rested on his stomach, a small grin on his face.

The bathroom door opened and McKenna came back out. She had hanged and was now wearing a long t-shirt that came down to mid-thigh. Her legs were bare underneath and she wore no pants or jeans under the shirt or nothing else that I could see. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and she looked softer somehow, more vulnerable in the darkness.

She walked past me without looking and went straight back to the couch with a private grin on her face for Dillon only. Dillon opened his eyes and watched her come to him and he lifted the blanket so she could climb back under it. She settled back into the same position she'd been in before with her head going back down on his lap. The blanket covered her completely and I could see the shape of her under there, the curve of her hip and the line of her bare legs tucked up beneath the fabric.

"Better?" Dillon asked her.

"Mmm," she said. It wasn't a word.

His hand came down and rested on her head and she moved, adjusting herself before going still on him. His hand started moving through her hair again in long, slow strokes and she made a small sound and pressed closer against him.

"Connor, you sure you don't want that bed?" Dillon asked. "You've been in that chair for hours."

"I'm good,” I said.

“Sure.” His other hand disappeared under the blanket and I could see it moving beneath the fabric. “I’ll probably just crash out here anyway like Kenners.”

"On the couch?" I asked.

“Old times,” he said. His voice was lazy. “Unless you don’t…” he started, but I shrugged.

McKenna’s hand emerged from under the blanket and reached for something before going back under. Dillon's breathing changed and had gotten deeper and his hand tightened in her hair for just a moment before relaxing again.

"You two sleep out here a lot?" I asked. “Back then?”

"When we were kids we used to build forts and camp out on this,” he said. His hand kept moving in her hair in that steady rhythm. "Her parents thought it was cute."

"They knew?" I asked.

"Knew what? That we were friends?" His voice was mild and easy. "Yeah, they knew."

Under the blanket, McKenna was moving again and making small adjustments. Her shoulders and head were turning and Dillon's hand followed the movement, stroking and soothing.

"It's late," I said.

"It is," Dillon agreed. His eyes were closed again and his face was peaceful in the darkness. "Must be past two by now."

The darkness was complete now and the fire gone out entirely. I could barely see them on the couch and could just make out shapes and  shadows and the movement of the blanket as it rose and fell. McKenna's breathing got quiet again and Dillon's hand stroked her head in that same rhythm.

"You should sleep, Connor," he said softly. "Long drive back tomorrow."

"Yeah," I said.

“Get that bed.”

I smiled and closed my eyes.


Chapter 8

But I didn't move. I sat there in the dark and I watched the blanket rise and fall and move in other ways. I watched Dillon's hand moving through McKenna's hair and watched the shape of her bare legs sliding under the fabric. I listened to the sounds they made, the breathing and the small noises that could have been anything or nothing at all, while the cottage settled around us and the lake moved against the shore outside in the endless darkness.

“I remember you teaching me to drive,” McKenna said. Her voice was muffled under the blanket but clear enough.

I didn't realize she was awake. Dillon's hand paused in her hair for just a moment and then continued its slow movement.

"I remember you almost putting us in a ditch," Dillon said. His voice was warm with the memory. "Three times in one afternoon."

"I wasn't that bad," she said.

"You were terrible," he said. "You couldn't tell the difference between the brake and the gas."

"I was nervous," she said. Her hand come out from under the blanket and was resting on his knee now. "You kept yelling at me."

"I wasn't yelling," he said. "I was providing enthusiastic feedback."

She laughed softly and the sound was strange in the quiet room. She rolled her face away from his lap enough to find me facing her, and said, “He was yelling.”

Dillon's hand moved from her hair to the back of her neck. His fingers rested there and I could see his thumb moving in small circles.

"Your dad's truck," she said. "That old blue Ford." She rolled back into his lap and pushed his shirt up to press her face in. She made a raspberry on his skin and laughed with delight, but Dillon largely ignored her.

"The one I totaled two years later," Dillon said. "Wrapped it around a telephone pole on Highway Seven."

"You were so stupid," she said. Her voice went quieter. "I thought you were dead."

"I'm hard to kill," he said. "Like a cockroach."

"Don't say that," she said. She might have kissed his stomach, I couldn’t tell.

"Why not?" he asked.

"Because I don't like thinking about you dying," she said. "Even as a joke." Now her head moved over his lower body, maybe drawing trails with her tongue, it could have been. Or was I hallucinating from lack of sleep and the light being all but absent.

His hand tightened in her hair and pulled gently until her head came back from his body. I couldn't see her face but I could imagine it, the way she would be looking up at him in the darkness.

"I'm not going anywhere," he said.

"Promise?" she asked.

"Promise," he said.

His hand released her hair and she settled back down against him. The silence came back and stretched out between us all. I could hear an animal moving outside, something large pushing through the underbrush near the cottage.

"What was that?" I asked.

“Maybe a bear," Dillon said. His hand was moving under the blanket now and McKenna's breathing changed again. "They come around sometimes looking for garbage."

"Should we worry about that?” I asked.

"No," he said. "They don't bother anyone unless you bother them.” He pushed his hand down the back of her top. “Everything has its own rhythm up here," he said. His voice was calm again, almost dreamy. "The animals, the weather, the lake. You just have to learn to move with it."

"Makes sense," I said.

"McKenna always understood that," he said. "Even when we were kids. She knew how to just be still and let things happen."

Under the blanket, her hand moved from his knee and disappeared somewhere I couldn't see. Dillon's hand followed it down and the blanket slid with their movement.

"You must be ready for bed, man,” he asked me.

“Pretty soon,” I said.

"Long night," he said. "But sometimes the best nights are the long ones, right?”

I didn't answer. I just sat in the darkness and watched them and listened to the sounds of the cottage settling and the lake moving and their breathing mingling together in the warm space under the blanket. The animal outside come back and was moving around the porch now. I could hear its footsteps but none of us moved to look. We stayed where we were, suspended in the darkness.

"My turn," Dillon suddenly said. He pushed her body and slid away from her and she made a protesting sound, her hands gripping his thighs.

"No," she said. "Stay!”

"I'll be two minutes," he said. His hand came down and gently pried her fingers loose. "I promise."

She lifted her head reluctantly and he slid out from under her. She stayed on the couch, propped up on one elbow, watching him walk away. There was something in her expression that I couldn't quite read in the darkness, something between amusement and frustration. She was almost smirking.

The bathroom door closed and we heard him pee. McKenna remained lying on her side with the blanket pooled around her waist. Her shirt had ridden up and I could see more of her thighs now. She didn't pull it down.

"You should go to bed," she said to me. Her voice was quiet.

"So should you," I said.

"I might sleep here,” she said. “Maybe I’m already in bed.”

"Are you?" I asked.

She turned her head to look at me and even in the darkness I could see her smile. It wasn't a nice smile. It was something else.

“It’s really comfortable," she said.

The bathroom door opened and Dillon came back out. He had changed and was now wearing loose pajama bottoms that hung low on his hips and  a loose sleeveless t-shirt that showed his arms and the light caught on his skin as he crossed back to the couch. McKenna sat up and made room for him, pulling her legs in.

He settled back into his spot and she immediately moved closer. She pulled the blanket up over both of them, drawing it all the way up until it covered her completely and came up to his chest. Under it, I could see her body move as she positioned herself against him.

"Better?" she asked.

"Much," he said.

Her voice was muffled now from under the blanket.

His hand came up and rested on the shape of her head through the fabric. She moved under there and I saw the blanket slip and change shape as she arranged herself on him. His other arm went around whatever part of her he could reach.

"There's another blanket in the closet if you need it," he said. His hand was moving now on the blanket, pressing down gently. "Gets cold out here at night."

"I'm good," I said.

Under the blanket, McKenna was doing something again. The fabric moved in ways that made Dillon's breathing change. His hand gripped the blanket tighter to make sure to hold it up and his head tilted back against the couch cushions.

"What time you think it is now?" he asked. His voice went tight again.

"Late," I said. "Three maybe."

“We should all be sleeping," he said. Under the blanket, the movement continued. “Time for bed, you think?.”

I didn’t answer. His hand went under the blanket now with the rest of her. I could see both his arms moving beneath the fabric and could see the shapes moving and changing as they moved together under there.

The conversation died. Dillon leaned further back into the couch cushions and let his head fall back against the top of the couch. His eyes closed and his breathing changed, went deeper and more irregular. His arms were both under the blanket now and I could see them moving, could see his shoulders tense and relax as his hands did something I couldn't see.

Under the blanket, McKenna was completely hidden. The fabric covered her entirely and all I could see was movement, rhythmic patterns that started slow and picked up speed. Dillon's whole body went tense.

His jaw clenched and his hands gripped. His hips moved on the couch and the movement made the blanket slide down. I could see his stomach now, could see the muscles there contracting. McKenna's hands emerged for just a moment and gripped his hips through his pajama bottoms before disappearing back under. She was unaware the blanket had fallen, as was he.

I should have looked away. I should have said something or gotten up or gone to the bedroom like they kept suggesting. But I sat there and watched the blanket move and watched Dillon's face contort in the dim light from the dying coals. His mouth hung open now and he was breathing hard through it.

Under the blanket, the movement grew more intense. McKenna's whole body was moving on him and Dillon's hands were in her hair, I could tell by the way his arms were positioned. He was holding her head and his hips were moving now too, small thrusts that he was trying to control but failing at.

I stared with dry, beading eyes.

His breathing went ragged and his head pressed harder back against the couch. One of his hands came out from under the blanket and he gripped the arm of the couch so hard his knuckles strained.

The blanket kept moving and Dillon made a sound low in his throat. His whole body went rigid now and his hand on the couch arm began shaking. Under the blanket, McKenna was relentless. Whatever she was doing, she wasn't stopping. She wasn't slowing down.

His breathing stopped entirely for a moment and he held his breath and his body went completely still except for the trembling. Then he exhaled in a rush and his hand released the couch arm. His body relaxed all at once and he slumped back into the cushions.

Under the blanket, the movement stopped. McKenna stayed where she was for a long moment and then I saw her move. The blanket moved and she was crawling back up his body. Her head emerged from under the blanket and she settled against his chest. Her face was flushed.

“I think you should go to bed now,” she said to me.

Dillon's hand came up and touched her face. His fingers traced along her jaw and then moved to her lips. She opened her mouth and his thumb brushed across her bottom lip. She made a small sound and turned her face into his palm.

"You doing okay?" he asked her. His voice was rough.

"Mmm," she said.

He sank his thumb deep inside her mouth and she closed her lips around the base of it and shut her eyes.

“Time for bed,” Dillon said.


Chapter 9

I made a move in my chair and the leather creaked. Neither of them looked at me, though. They were lost in whatever space they occupied together under that blanket in the darkness.

"Connor," Dillon said. His eyes were still closed. "You gotta get some sleep sometime. You staying up all night?”

"Yeah I should hit the sack,” I said.

"Seriously," he said. "The bed's made up. Clean sheets. It's comfortable. You should go.”

“Probably right,” I said.

McKenna sucked on his thumb and then on his finger even deeper. She whispered in his ear and he pushed her way, it was too distracting, but she fought him and bit his ear and laughed lightly.

“We’re all going to sleep now, you should too,” she said, turning to me. “We’re going to hang out here. You can use the bedroom,” she said.

“I know.”

She reached under the blanket in his lap and his eyes clamped shut.

He opened them and looked right at me. There was something in his expression that might have been pity.

“Seriously,” he said.

He closed his eyes again and pulled McKenna closer. She made a contented sound. I could see her fingers moving against his skin, tracing his stomach.

Dillon's hand was moving over her back in long strokes, up and down her spine and then lower to the small of her back, and lower.

Her hips thrusted and the blanket slipped lower.

His hand moved lower and disappeared under the waistband of her panties. I could see his wrist and forearm moving beneath the fabric. McKenna's whole body tensed and her hand on his stomach curled into a fist. She pressed closer against him and made another sound, louder this time.

The blanket fell to her thighs now. I could see the full length of her legs and the way they were wrapped around his. I could see his hand moving under her top and her body responding to his touch. She pressed her face into his neck and her breathing got faster.

Dillon's other hand come up to her hair again. He gathered it in his fist and pulled her head back. In the darkness I could just make out her face turned up toward his. His head came down and then they began kissing, slow and deep, his hand in her hair holding her while his other hand kept moving under her shirt higher.

The blanket slipped further and pooled around her knees. She didn't notice or didn't care and neither did he. Both her hands had gone up under his shirt and were moving on his chest and over his stomach. His hand moved from her back to her hip and began gripping her there. His fingers were spread wide on her bare skin and he pulled her closer.

They kept kissing. His hand moved lower on her hip. It slid down her thigh and then back up again. Each time it went a little higher and each time she made a small sound against his mouth. The blanket was barely covering her at all now and I could see his hand on her skin and her body moving against him.

Then his hand slipped between her legs and she broke the kiss. Her head fell back and her mouth fell open and she gasped. His hand in her hair tightened and he held her tight while his other hand moved on her. She was breathing hard now and her whole body was trembling with tension.

The blanket fell away completely and landed on the floor. Neither of them moved to pick it up. Dillon's hand kept moving between her legs in slow circles and McKenna's hips were moving with his touch, rocking against his hand in small movements that were becoming more urgent. Her hands on his chest curled into fists.

His mouth found her neck and he began kissing her there while his hand kept its rhythm between her legs. She made sounds now that she wasn't trying to hide anymore, small gasps and whimpers that filled the quiet space. His hand moved in different patterns and her body responded to each change. She would tense and gasp and press harder against him with her rotating hips.

She was shaking now and her breathing went ragged. His hand in her hair pulled harder and his mouth moved from her neck to her jaw. She turned her face toward his and they began kissing again, more desperate now,hungry. Her hips were moving faster against his hand and her whole body was taut with need.

Her hands moved from his chest down his stomach and lower. She found him through his pajama bottoms and gripped him and now it was his turn to gasp. His hand between her legs faltered for a moment and she took advantage. She stroked him through the fabric and his whole body went rigid.

His hand started moving again with more purpose. His fingers moved in steady circles and she responded immediately. Her body arched and her hand on him tightened and they were both breathing hard now, both moving together in the darkness with the music pulsing so quietly around them.

Me, I was mesmerized, I was frozen. I was invisible to them, and felt like it too, to myself.

Her other hand found its way into his hair and she was pulling it hard. He groaned against her mouth and his hand between her legs moved faster. She was making continuous sounds now, high and little desperate noises that got louder with each movement of his hand.

She pulled his face down to hers and kissed him hard. Her hand moved faster on him and his hips were jerking up into her touch now. They were both shaking and breathing in harsh gasps. The music droned on and the darkness enveloped them and every movement seemed to build on the last.

His free hand moved under her shirt and was now gripping her bare breast. She arched into his touch and her hand on him squeezed harder. He made a sound deep in his throat and his hand between her legs pressed harder and moved in tighter circles.

They were completely exposed now in the darkness. Her shirt was pushed up almost to her neck and his pushed up to his chest. Their bodies became slick with sweat and trembling with effort. McKenna's legs spread wide and Dillon's hand covered her. She was grinding against his palm and gasping into his mouth.

Her hand worked its way into his pajama bottoms now and she was touching him skin to skin. He broke the kiss and his head fell back against the couch. His mouth fell open and he was breathing hard. His hips were moving in rhythm with her hand.

McKenna's head fell on his shoulder where she could watch her own hand move on him. Her other hand was gripping his wrist, the one between her legs, and she was moving his hand how she wanted it. Faster and then slower and then faster again. Her breathing was coming in short gasps and her whole body was wound tight.

They stayed like that in the darkness, building and building. The heat between them was almost visible and the sounds they were making filled the room. The music pulsed and I sat frozen in my chair, unable to look away from the two of them burning together on the couch.

I blinked and wasn't sure if my eyes had been closed for a second or a minute. The darkness was so complete now that I could barely see anything, just shapes moving in the  shadows and the faint glow from the window where moonlight was trying to push through the clouds. The music become part of the air itself and I couldn't tell anymore where it was coming from or if it was even real. The whimpers of my girlfriend sounded like distant bird song.

My head felt heavy and my thoughts came slow and thick. I wondered if I was dreaming, if I fallen asleep in the chair and all of this was just some strange nightmare my mind conjured. But then McKenna made a single loud cry and it was too real and too close to be anything but actual.

They were still moving on the couch. I could see their bodies pressed together in the darkness. Dillon's hands were somewhere on her and her hands were somewhere on him and they were breathing in sync with each other, their bodies pressed so close together that they looked like one shape undulating in the shadows.

She climbed higher on him. Her legs were repositioning around him and her whole body was moving up onto his torso. His hands went to her waist and gripped her there. She was moving against him in slow motion and he was responding with his own movements.

I tried to keep my eyes open but they kept wanting to close. The room felt like it was tilting and I gripped the arms of the chair to steady myself. When I opened my eyes again her shirt had ridden up so high that I could see most of her back. Or maybe she taken it off. I couldn't tell in the darkness. I caught a glimpse of the profile of her breast.

Dillon's hands were moving on her skin, up her sides and back down. She leaned into his touch and her head fell back. Her hair moved with her body and she swayed in the dim light. His mouth was somewhere near her neck and then her shoulder and then her chest and she began making sounds that got louder and then quieter and then louder again.

My eyes closed on their own again and I forced them open. I couldn't tell how much time passed. It felt like hours but it might have been seconds. The sound cut out like a disconnected speaker and came on again, in and out like that. McKenna was pressed against him and moving in ways that made the couch creak under them. His hands were gripping her and he was guiding her somehow, helping her move on him.

I caught a flash of moonlight on her knee and realized she was straddling him.  She reached down between them and her hand disappeared into the darkness between their bodies. He made a sound and his head pressed back against the couch. Her hand was doing something down there that I couldn't see and his breathing came harsher. I could see in the shadows against the window her body rise over his, her shoulders twist, I heard him grunt and her gaps, and her shoulders pushed up and her head dropped down. Her body sank below the line of the top of the couch.


Chapter 10

I blinked hard and tried to focus. The music was so loud in my head now that I couldn't think. Or maybe it was quiet and I was just imagining it was loud. I couldn't tell anymore. McKenna was on him. His hands gripped her hips and his fingers were digging into her skin.

She moved in a way that made them both gasp at the same time. Her mouth opened and her whole body went tense. He pulled her closer and she made a sound and her hands found his shoulders, held onto him.

Her body rose and fell. His hands gripped, moving with her. The rhythm was hypnotic and matched perfectly the pulse of the music. Her head dipped and I could hear sloppy kissing. Or something that was wet and plunging.

I closed my eyes again and this time I let them stay closed for longer. Sound clicked out. Time passed. When I opened them again she was moving differently. Her body was rocking and her breathing was faster. Dillon's hands moved to her back and were sliding up and down her spine. She was leaning forward now with her hands braced on his shoulders. He was pulling her hair and she was crying.

The sounds they were making were louder. There was no attempt to stay quiet anymore. McKenna was gasping with each movement and Dillon was breathing hard. Their bodies were making sounds too but I couldn't tell what kind of sounds or where they were coming from. Everything was muffled and unclear in the darkness.

I couldn't keep track of time anymore. It might have been minutes or it might have been hours. The darkness was so complete and the music was so constant that everything felt suspended. They were both covered in what looked like sweat. Her hair was sticking to her skin and his chest was gleaming in the faint light.

She leaned down and their faces came together. They were kissing again. The couch was creaking under them and I wondered distantly if it would break.

The room felt like it was spinning and I gripped the chair harder. I wasn't sure what was real anymore. The darkness and the music and the two bodies moving together on the couch all felt like a dream, like something my exhausted brain conjured up. But it kept going and I kept watching because I couldn't seem to make myself look away or get up or do anything but sit there in the darkness and witness whatever was happening between them.

Dillon stirred and his movements changed. He was sliding underneath McKenna and gently moving her off him. She made a small sound of protest but he kept moving and she slid to the side. He sat up and I heard him take a deep breath.

"Connor," he said softly. His voice was rough. "We're just gonna..."

He didn't finish the sentence. He got up from the couch and reached down for McKenna's hand. She took it without hesitation and let him pull her to her feet. They were both completely naked. She didn't look at me, didn't even glance in my direction. She just kept her eyes on Dillon and followed where he led her.

I felt like you do in those dreams when the ceiling is caving in but you can’t make your legs work.

They walked across the room together and their footsteps padded quiet on the old wood floor. Dillon's hand was wrapped around her waist and her hand came up to rest on his back. They moved down the hallway and I heard a door open. Then they were inside and the door closed behind them with a soft click.

The silence that followed was different than the silence before. It was complete and empty. She had taken the bluetooth speaker with her as she passed. I sat in the chair and stared at the closed bedroom door down the dark hallway and listened to silence finally.  The coals in the fireplace were completely dead now and the room was cold.

Then I could hear them through the door, not clearly but enough. There was the sound of movement and the creak of bedsprings and then McKenna's voice saying something I couldn't make out and Dillon's lower voice responding. There was more movement and then quiet for a long time.

I listened so hard my ears throbbed.

Then the sounds started again. They were different now without the pretense of the blanket or the darkness. Through the music in the bedroom, I heard McKenna gasp and then I heard a rhythmic creaking that was unmistakable. I heard Dillon's voice, low and steady, saying something over and over. I heard McKenna respond with sounds that got louder and more desperate.

I sat in the chair and my hands gripped the armrests and I stared at blackness. The sounds continued and grew louder. I couldn't tell if minutes were passing or hours. Everything become unmoored from time all over. I was sitting alone in the dark cottage listening to my girlfriend get railed in the bedroom.

The creaking of the bed got faster and McKenna's sounds got higher pitched and more frantic. I heard Dillon say her name and I heard her say his name back. I heard the desperation in both their voices and the need and the history compressed into whatever was happening in that room.

Then there was a different sound, a cry that was definitely McKenna and a groan that was definitely Dillon. The creaking stopped and there was just heavy breathing that gradually slowed and then quiet voices talking. There was her laugh that sounded like some kind of delight.

I stood up from the chair. My legs were stiff and my whole body ached. I walked to the window and looked out at the lake. The sky was starting to lighten in the east. Dawn was already coming. I sat in that chair all night and watched and listened while they took what they wanted from each other.

The bedroom door stayed closed and the sounds eventually stopped. I heard nothing but silence from that room and I watched the sky turn from black to purple to gray of early morning. The lake was calm and glassy and reflected the sky like a mirror.

I didn't know what to do. I didn't know if I should leave or stay or go to the bedroom and say something. So I stood there and waited for the sun to rise and tried to understand what happened and what it meant and what I was supposed to do now.

But then the sounds started again. They were louder this time without any attempt to be quiet. The bed was hitting the wall in a steady banging rhythm that I could hear it clearly through the cottage walls. McKenna was making sounds I never heard her make, high and desperate and completely uninhibited.

Dillon's voice was lower but I could hear him too, saying things I couldn't make out but the tone was clear. McKenna responded to whatever he said with sounds that got even louder. The rhythm of the bed against the wall got faster and I heard the unmistakable slap of skin on skin. The sound was wet and rhythmic and punctuated by McKenna's high, loud gasps.

I turned away from the window and walked down the hall to the other bedroom. The sounds followed me and got louder as I passed their door. I could hear everything through the wood, every gasp and every moan and every word. McKenna was saying his name over and over like a prayer. I pushed into the spare bedroom and closed the door behind me but it didn't help. The walls were too thin and they were too loud.

I lay down on the bed fully clothed and stared at the ceiling. The bed in the other room was still hitting the wall with a thump that shook the whole cottage. McKenna was crying out now with each impact not in words but sounds of pleasure that went on and on. Her voice was getting hoarse. I heard her scream his name and the rhythm faltered for just a moment and then picked up again even faster and harder.

It went on for what felt like forever. The relentless pounding and the sounds and McKenna's voice getting rougher from crying out. I heard her beg him not to stop. I heard her say please not to over and over. I heard Dillon grunt with effort and say something that made her moan even louder. When it finally did stop and  there was silence for a few minutes, I thought maybe they were done. I heard them breathing hard and heard the bed creak as they moved. Then McKenna made a sound and I heard kissing and then it started again.

McKenna began making softer sounds now, ;ittle gasps and whimpers. I heard Dillon's voice low and steady saying something to her. I heard her respond and then the rhythm picked up again. The bed started hitting the wall once more and McKenna got louder.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep but sleep wouldn't come. My mind was racing and my body was tense and every sound from the other room made me flinch. I heard McKenna laugh breathlessly and then moan and then beg. I heard Dillon respond in that low voice and heard the sound of movement and then a loud gasp from McKenna. The bed started up again with a different rhythm, faster and more erratic.

I pulled the pillow over my head but I could still hear it. I could hear her crying out and the wet slapping sounds and the headboard banging against the wall. It went on and on and I wondered how they had the energy, how they could keep going like this. Then I heard McKenna make a sound that was almost a scream and the bed stopped moving. There was breathing and quiet voices and then, finally, silence.


Chapter 11

I thought maybe that was it. Maybe they would sleep now. I took the pillow off my head and tried to relax. My whole body was wound tight and my jaw ached from clenching it. I lay there in the darkness and stared at nothing and waited.

Eventually I must have fallen asleep because I woke up to that silence. I no idea what time it was. I lay there and listened and heard nothing. Maybe they were asleep. I closed my eyes again and tried to sink back into sleep.

But then I heard movement. Just a small sound at first. The bed creaking. A soft gasp from McKenna. That’s what woke me up. Then I heard Dillon's voice whispering something. Then the rhythm started again, slow and steady, the bed creaking in time with their movements, McKenna making those sounds again. It went on and on and I buried my face all over in the pillow and wanted to scream.

I drifted in and out of consciousness. Every time I would start to fall asleep the sounds would wake me up. Sometimes it was the bed hitting the wall. Sometimes it was McKenna crying out. Sometimes it was just the creaking and the breathing and the wet sounds of their bodies moving together. It never seemed to end. Dream and waking blending into one state. Time was a distant rumor. Where I was could not be said. I didn't know if it been hours or days.

I heard them talking sometimes between rounds. I heard McKenna's laugh and Dillon's deeper voice responding. I heard the easy affection between them and comfort. Then I would hear kissing and movement and the sounds would start again. The bed would creak and McKenna would gasp and it would all begin once more.

I must have slept because I found myself on the floor, my body aching and my head feeling thick and foggy. I could hear movement in the kitchen. I couldn’t hide in the bedroom forever.

When I walked out into the main room I found McKenna standing by the stove. She was wearing Dillon's shirt that came down to mid-thigh on her. Her legs were bare and her hair was messy.

"Morning," she said without turning around. She was making coffee and the smell filled the cottage. I could tell she was embarrassed.

Dillon came out a few minutes later. He was wearing just pajama bottoms and his hair was wet like he just showered. He kissed McKenna on the top of her head and poured himself coffee. He sat down at the table and looked at me.

"Heading out?" he asked.

"Yeah," I said. "Got some things to take care of."

"Long drive," he said. "You want to grab lunch before you go?"

"No," I said. "I should just get on the road."

He nodded and drank his coffee. McKenna brought over plates and we ate in silence. The eggs tasted like nothing and I forced myself to swallow them. When I was done I got up and went to pack my things.

It didn't take long. I didn’t packed much. I threw everything in my bag and came back out to the main room. McKenna was on the couch and Dillon was sitting next to her. His arm was around her shoulders but she pushed off from him when I came out. I think they were kissing or talking very closely.

"All set?" Dillon asked.

"Yeah," I said.

McKenna came over to me. She looked like she was going to hug me but then stopped. She stood there in front of me in his shirt with her bare legs and her messy hair and all those marks on her skin.

"Drive safe," she said.

"You’re not coming back with me?" I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

"I think I'm going to stay a few more days," she said. "If that's okay."

"Yeah," I said. "That's fine."

She looked at me and something passed across her face. It might have been guilt or it might have been relief, I couldn't tell anymore. Dillon come up behind her and put his hand around her waist. She leaned back against him.

"Thanks for coming up," Dillon said. "It was good to meet you."

"Yeah," I said. "You too."

I walked to the door and picked up my bag. McKenna followed me out onto the porch. The morning sun was bright and the lake was sparkling and everything looked beautiful and perfect.

"Connor," she said.

"Don't," I said. "Just don't."

She nodded and wrapped her arms around herself. I walked to my car and threw my bag in the back. When I looked back at the cottage she was still standing on the porch watching me. Dillon come out and was standing behind her with his hands on her shoulders.

I got in the car and started the engine. I didn't look back as I drove down the long driveway. I kept my eyes on the road ahead and tried not to think about what I was leaving behind. I tried not to think about the sounds I heard all night, about McKenna in that sundress or in his shirt or her making those sounds that I never heard before.

The cottage disappeared behind the trees and I was alone on the road. I drove for an hour before I had to pull over because I couldn't see through the tears anymore. I sat on the side of the highway and cried, and then I got back in the car and kept driving away from the lake and the cottage and McKenna and everything that happened there.

Here’s the thing though. Two days later, I came home from work to find her on the couch in our place, her knees tucked up inside her oversized hoody, working on her laptop on something.

You think people talk about things, hammer them out, make their case, shout and fight. But I didn’t say anything, and neither did she. We picked up where we left off like nothing happened at all.

About a month later, she came into the living room where I was playing a game, and I put the headphones and controller down.

“Dillon was wondering if I wanted to come up for a weekend.”

“Dillon?”

“You don’t have to drive me, he’s going to come get me.”

I nodded slowly as the idea formed in my mind.

It was already planned. I watched her take an hour doing her make-up. She dressed in black lace underwear and a new blue sundress that looked amazing on her. When her phone buzzed, she hurried. “I’ll try to text,” she said.

“No cell up there,” I reminded her.

“Oh yeah,” she laughed, and when she leaned into kiss me, she missed my lips to keep from smudging hers.

“Probably back Sunday evening,” she said as she flew out the door. It was Friday afternoon.
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