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I could see the dock through the stand of birch and down the bank a few steps. I grinned because I knew Tara was going to be surprised I showed up.

She’d been going up to this lake cottage for a long time with her group of friends. They knew each other in various ways, some as far back as school, others through college, some others through boyfriends or girlfriends or work. Tara and I started dating about two years ago and she moved into my place about 6 months ago. I was really feeling like we were heading toward something a lot bigger.

But I never got to go to this cottage thing of hers. Their group weekends came up in summer months and usually over weekends, which for me, as a city parks maintenance worker, was when I got to make all my overtime pay. But some budget conflict, a supplies issue, whatever it was, work plans fell through and I was suddenly free to get out of town.

I knew where the cottage was. I was smirking while racing up there the whole four hours, imagining the look on Tara’s face when I made my grand appearance.

But the case of 24 beers and the cooler full of Korean fried chicken suddenly felt heavy as lead in my arms. It took me a couple of moments squinting through my glasses and shaking my head, blinking and looking away and back again to make it out, but there was no mistaking the scene down along the dock.

It ran along the shore and in front of a rustic boat house. Scattered along its boards were nine people, a few couples, a few singles, people lying in the sun, sitting in Adirondack chairs, a couple of guys diving in the water, your usual late afternoon hang-out scene at cottages on lakes all over.

And then Tara, sitting more than comfortably across the lap of a guy I didn’t recognize, chatting, laughing, drinking beer from the same can as him, and then, what nearly made my knees buckle out from under me, kissing him.

My instant urge was to drop the case of beer and the cooler, turn around, get back in my car, and drive all the way back to our place. Maybe throw all her stuff so recently moved into my place out into the dumpster. Maybe make a bonfire of it in the parking lot.

Then I thought of walking out onto the dock, pouring out the cooler full of food into the lake and dumping the beer in there too, and giving her two solid flipped fingers.

But I knew myself enough to know that if I went straight out there in the state I was in, tired from 4 hours of traffic and heat getting there, who knows what I’d do.

I was the stranger there, and they were all great friends. I knew only some of them by sight and fewer of them by name from back in the city. The thought flowed through my mind that they would only know of me as Tara’s boyfriend.

I put my case and cooler down and squatted like a guy taking his time to survey a new landscaping job. I even stirred some dirt with my finger and weighed some pebbles from the path in my hand as though measuring its gauge.

Everybody was relaxed and normal, even as Tara swung her legs in this guy’s lap, hung her arms from this guy’s neck, talked and laughed and rocked her forehead against his. She kissed his neck, bit his ear, whispered things to him and laughed. If I charged out there, surely the first thought in everyone’s mind, they being all friends of Tara, not friends of mine, would be “defend Tara.” The dynamic was unpredictable.

I knew I didn’t have time on my side to spend too long crouching in the nearby stand of shore trees either. Not all of them knew me by sight. It would be a disaster to be spotted as a stranger creeping on them from the trees. It was only a matter of time before someone chanced to look back at the path and see me crouching and watching them in secret.

Tara was behaving as though everything was normal, now playing absently with the tiny gold chain around the guy’s neck, she in a stunning black bikini I didn’t recognize, he in his trunks only, one of his hands wrapped casually around her inner thigh, his other hand stroking her hair, playing in it, biting it, making her grin and laugh and blush.

All her friends were behaving casually, nobody thinking there was anything wrong with what was going on up at the end of the dock. Another couple was also necking. Another was talking and smirking privately. How was I to know if other guys and girls were hooking up too. Everything was capital C casual.

So why not, I grinned to myself with malicious forethought, step out onto the dock just as causal as everyone else was, including my girlfriend, and pretend things were A-Ok normal for me too?

That was going to be my play. I stood up with my beer case and my red cooler in my hands, took a deep breath in and held it and let it out slowly, and straightened my posture. I shook out my shoulders and legs and swung my head around on my neck to make sure I was as loose as possible, and I began to walk at a normal ”here I am!” pace down the path that wound back on itself, descended down to the top of the five wooden steps, and came out onto the wide lake-facing dock.

“Tara!” I said with my normal wide beaming smile that I’d have on even if she were sitting by herself in a chair.

Everybody spun around to look at the new arrival. I knew they would and I prepared myself for it. I remained still, shoulders down, breath relaxed. “Howdy!”

Tara shielded the sun from her eyes when she looked up from the guy’s lower stomach where her fingers had been tracing a line of skin just inside the waist of the guy’s trunks. Her expression didn’t change. She vaguely smiled even as she made out the apparition of her boyfriend standing at the other end of the dock staring with a pleasant smile back at her.

She twisted around to the guy, pressed her hand flat into his bare chest and said something quietly to him, and only then, slowly, not rushing, did she ease herself up from his lap, and with the pace of someone with a whole lazy summer of time, she sauntered through and around the other’s chairs and towels they were lying on toward me.

I restrained the urge to look down at them, but I knew all eyes were on me and her. There were brief hushed words exchanged, the diving stopped, drinks were suspended in mid-lift to hung-open lips.

“Ian!” she said when she got close enough. “When did you get here?” She lifted herself on her toes and threw her arms around my neck, pressed herself to me, hugged me. But she did not kiss me. It was as though we were friends.

“Just arrived!” I said with barely controlled glee in my voice. I held up the beers and cooler. “I even brought tidings!”

She smiled looking down at the case and the cooler. “That’s so great! That was really nice of you.”

I put the box and cooler down on the deck. “Yeah,” I continued, “things went sideways somewhere at work and they shut the whole thing down for the weekend, and, well, I was set free!”

I chuckled and she laughed with me. “That’s so great! So you were able to come up after all!”

“Able to come up after all to surprise you! Why don’t you introduce me around?”

She squinted at me and her grin pulled crookedly. After a moment of reflection, she said, “Okay…” and she lightly pressed her hand into my lower back and spun around to bring me to the first couple, sitting up now on their towels spread out under them on the planks.

“Um,” she laughed with some nerves, “Gary and Katrina, this is Ian, Ian this is Gary and Katrina, I work with Katrina, you remember right?”

“Sure do,” I said, keeping my pleasant smile on as I shook both their hands. We continued up the deck like this, Tara taking it slow making sure to leave no one out. “Hey, have at the beer and the fried chicken, fresh from that Korean place!” I said to them.

The guy I didn’t look at didn’t look at me either, but remained seated up at the end of the deck, biding his time, looking out over the lake as though today was any other long languid day in the sun with nothing to do.

“Oh, and finally,” Tara said, taking a big breath and half grimacing, having run out of distractions and leaving only the main attraction left, “Ian this is, um, Jesse, and Jesse, meet Ian!” She bounced on her toes with her hands twisting behind her back.

I greeted him like I greeted all the others, warmly, graciously. It’s just who I am. I put out my hand, and after he took a look at it, he put out his hand, and we shook with equally moderate grips.

But I didn’t let him go right away. “And how do you know Jesse?” I said to Tara not taking my eyes off Jesse’s eyes.

“Sort of just around, you know, up here,” she said in a small voice twisting on the balls of her toes. She was turning on her waist and looking for all the world like a person who would rather be at that moment anywhere else in the world.

“Just sort of around up here, are you?” I said to this Jesse, still shaking his hand.

“Up from the city, yeah,” he said.

“It’s great to meet you,” I said with a genuine nod. “I’m just up from the city too,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said with a grin and a nod. “I sort of figured.”

I let him go and straightened up and half turned to face Tara, even while I was still speaking to Jesse. “You sort of figured,” I said with a restrained chuckle.

I put my hand on both of Tara’s shoulders and turned her back toward the other end of the deck. Over my shoulder, I said to Jesse, “Make sure you get in some of that Korean fried chicken while it’s still hot, and help yourself to my beer, super cold, don’t hesitate,” I said.

Nobody said a word as I guided Tara back down the deck and around the scattered chairs and towels and turned her to go ahead of me up the steps to the winding path that ducked and swerved through the stand of birches.

I took her to my car and held the passenger door open for her. She hesitated. “Just to talk in private,” I said. She got in and I shut the door and came around to the driver’s side, walking slowly enough to count to five and empty and fill my lungs like all those therapy YouTube say.

The car sat facing a huge smooth ice age boulder and a patch of grass and leafy trees beyond, between which silver sparkles of reflected early-evening sun glinted in our eyes.

I thought of a thousand things to say on the path up to the car, but once I was inside the airlocked space with her, I realized the best thing was nothing. Let her squirm. Let her start it.

“So are you going to say anything?” she began in a low, quiet voice.

I turned toward her and nodded gently at her. “So Jesse, is it?”

She rolled her eyes and shifted in her seat and reached across the console to scrunch her hand as though grasping for mine, but I refused her.

“I was hoping you’d be able to come up one of these times,” she said. “I’m glad you were able to?” She said it like a question.

“Are you though?” I said with a forced laugh.

“It’s not what you think it is,” she said nearly inaudibly.

“What do you think I think it is?”

She rolled her eyes again and stared out the front window along moment. She turned back to me. “It’s not that, it’s just, I don’t know, the summer energy up here? The way the cottage weekends have always been?”

Now she reached for and closed both her hands around my hand warmly, pulling it to her lap. I watched her fingers curl and rub the back of my hand. “Girls are making out with their boyfriends, or even with just friends, it’s hard not to up here. I miss you so, so so much up here!” She reached over with her other hand and cupped my jaw in her palm.

“You were sitting in the guy’s lap, Tara.”

She pursed her lips. “People are always fooling around. We just tease each other, we’re always playing around. Maybe if people weren’t making out in front of everybody all the time, it would be different. But it’s not serious. Maybe we pushed things a bit too far, I can see how it might look if you just stumbled upon it.”

“It looked like you were making out with him.”

She shrugged and widened her eyes. “Making out, teasing, playing around, call it what you want,” she said. “You should see how some people get.”

“I’m asking about what you were doing.”

She let my hand go now and crossed her arms over her chest and slumped in her seat facing me. “I am trying to tell you what I was doing, which was nothing really, when you try to understand the context. It’s the summer, it’s the weekend, we’re all out of town, we’re all hanging out in the sun up at the lake, we’re all around the fire at night. Everybody gets affectionate. You weren’t here. What was I supposed to do? Everybody was paired off except for me and Jesse!”

“It didn’t look that way to me.”

“I mean last night, when we had a fire in the pit.”

“So this started last night.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“What way did you mean it like?”

“We can’t talk if you’re just going to get madder and madder.”

“Okay, sorry, I just want to learn, Tara. What does it mean when you say it started last night? Did you go to bed with him?”

It was a joke. I was trying to establish the outside goalposts of reality. I hardly meant it.

But she didn’t flinch. She eventually brought her face back toward me and looked up at me through fallen strands of hair, and a tiny grin crept across her mouth.

“Oh my god,” I murmured and I dropped my jaw and turned to stare out my own side window.

She instantly reached out for my hand and held it in hers tighter this time. “It wasn’t like that!” She laughed with nervousness now. “It’s just, there’s not enough beds. There never is.”

“So you shared a bed with him?”

“We’re always sharing beds with each other, who ever doesn’t have their partner with them. It’s totally normal.”

“So everybody had their partner up except you and Jesse.”

“No hardly! Lot’s of us don’t have partners up, not everybody can get away from work.”

I slowly nodded as the picture emerged for me out of the fog. “Right, right. People are hooking up around here.”

“It wasn’t like that,” she said, but her voice was nearly inaudible.

I looked at the time on my phone. It was going to be a brutal drive back the way the narrow road meandered through forests with no lights. 

As though reading my mind and knowing what I was thinking, she said, “Why don’t you just hang out a bit? It’s too late to drive back home tonight. I think there’s actually a spare room.”

“I thought you just said there were no rooms last night.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek. “I think maybe somebody left today.”

As I contemplated that, she reached for her door handle and swung it open.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m just… “ she started out but she paused when she saw two girls come up the path toward the cottage. “I’ll see you up there, okay? Just go on up, it’s fine, lots of people came up their first time not knowing anybody. Everybody’s nice though, you’ll see.”

I watched her dash out of the car and catch up to the other two girls and steer them away from the cottage and around behind it. They both looked over their shoulder at me in the car.

I sat there not knowing what I’d do. I’d already given away my cooler of chicken and I was getting pretty hungry. I wasn’t an introvert, but just walking into a cottage full of odd people felt ridiculous. On the other hand, it was too late to drive out and I had no where to sleep.

I guess that’s what helped me decide to just grin and bear it. How much worse could it be? People were already looking at me like the creep that crashed whatever party they had going on. It’s not like there was a better way to go up to the cottage, and I had to go up there, I needed to eat, I needed a place to sleep. Tara wasn’t going to help me, and I wasn’t sure any more I wanted her to.

I got out of the car and looked up at the cottage. Someone came out and waved at me and I pretended not to be looking. She went back in and looked over her shoulder at me.

“Fuck fuck fuck fuck,” I murmured to myself. But I had no choice. I pulled myself up straight and walked up toward the steps and them up the steps and into the house.

The door lead me right into the dining area alongside the kitchen. Some people were helping prepare food, others were trying to clear space on the table. Some were just flopped down into the couches in that summer evening cottage daze.

A girl passed by me with a bowl. “Ian, wasn’t it?” she said.

“Yeah, yeah, Ian,” I said.

“Ian would you be kind enough to pull that table apart and there’s a leaf under it that you fit in there in those little holes and then push the table back together, and we then we have a bigger table?”

I nodded and the table came apart for me when I pulled the end. I inserted the leaf like she said and pushed the ends back together. She didn’t say thanks, but that was in some way even more natural of her.

Someone handed me a bunch of forks behind her back without looking at me and I started spreading them around the table.

“Beer anybody?” a guy said to nobody, and some other guy took one and he nudged me and gestured with his chin and I took the beer. I ended up on a couch in front of the massive stone fireplace with a few girls and guys talking about some famous writer who supposedly lived on the lake, but no one was sure about the details. I said something about their books and the conversation steered lazily into other books, and before I knew it, I was chatting with these people like I’d been there all weekend, like we were all friends.

Jesse came sauntering by and I seized up in my shoulders. But nobody else did and he wasn’t even particularly noticing me. He said something about this author’s books too, and everybody laughed and he snickered drinking his beer back. I had to admit it was funny, it was clever.

Later I ended up beside him at the table by chance. But it was like he either forgot who I was or didn’t care. Nobody cared. I made some snide remark about the potato salad that echoed his remark about the author, and we started a whole string of jokes riffing off that. We had the whole table laughing along.

I looked over and saw Tara looking at me over the top of her glass she sipped from with eyes light and happy, her mouth in such a wide grin that she spilled her drink down the front of her bikini and she laughed and her friend made fun of her for being such an idiot.

For a while I forgot what I saw Tara doing when I first arrived. I got up and reached in the fridge for a beer, and someone shouted, “Ian, grab me one,” and I came back with an armful and spread them around.

Someone said someone else was getting the fire going, and we looked down and back out the huge banks of windows and saw the big orange flames licking up from the pit. So slowly we made our way out the door and down the steps to the fire pit area.

We all found chairs around the fire. I got into a conversation with a couple guys and a girl, and we started laughing at everything and clinking our beers. I don’t remember what it was about.

But when I tilted my head back to finish my bottle and a guy nudged my arm with a fresh cold one, I caught sight of Tara across the fire. I didn’t notice when she sat down there, but she was in Jesse’s lap again. He was just like me, deep into a laughing conversation with some other people near him and not even paying attention to Tara, but he had his hand wrapped around her waist, around her bare midriff.

She was covering the bottom of her face with her hair, pulling it through her lips, her eyes grinning directly at me.

I stared back a moment before I nodded once, drank deeply from my fresh beer and, with my eyes lingering only a moment longer, I went back to the people I was talking with.

Yes, my mind was spinning hard at what I could see in the dark over and through the licking orange flames of the fire, but I was also struggling to remind myself I had to spend the night here. That these were all Tara’s friends.

Nobody was paying attention even when Tara stopped staring at me and began stretching up and around, her hand cupping Jesse’s jaw, her fingers sinking into his hair, kissing him, making out with him, while his hand was up and down her bare side and out over her stomach.

She was wearing a wrap, but it didn’t hide well enough in that flickering light where Jesse’s hands ran up over the cups of her bikini top. I didn’t have to see that to know he was touching her there. Tara’s body strained and contorted under his touch. She pushed her face up and around and into his neck and said things in his ear that made him grin even as he was keeping up his conversation with the other people.

They weren’t the only couple making out like this around the fire. No one was minding it or paying attention to it. I chose not to dwell on it, and instead, drank back bigger gulps of beer and rejoined my own conversations. I had to sleep somewhere. What was I supposed to do, break up the whole thing, make a big scene, go total Jesus in the temple?

Tara twisted around all the way and ended up straddling Jesse’s lap facing him. She held his face in her hands, covered his neck and mouth with kisses, and they laughed together with private jokes and murmurs. I was busy talking to people near me but I glanced over, all thew white trying not to look like I was staring at Tara and Jesse. But Jesse’s hands had pushed down the inside of Tara’s bikini bottoms and he squeezed her ass in a slow rhythmic way.  Maybe they thought her wrap hid all this.

I tried to look away. I tried to remind myself that this should not be happening, that that was my girlfriend, that was Tara sitting in some guys lap. But a guy nudged my arm and wanted my opinion on something, and now two girls were challenging him about what I’d say, and one of them sat on the arm of my chair and planted her feet down on the edge of it between my knees.

I listened as best I could even while in the darkness and lit only by the flickering light of the flames I could see Tara’s hips undulating forward and back on Jesse’s lap. She was grinding him. It wasn’t totally obvious, she was doing it slowly, you had to look hard to see, but if you did look, you’d see it clear as day.

She rose up at one point higher on her knees and seemed to glance over her shoulder to check if anyone was watching, which they weren’t, not counting me, but I was directly behind her back and she didn’t look all the way around. I could tell from her elbow that she was pulling the cup of her bikini aside in front of his mouth. I saw his hands push up her back, hold her by her shoulder blades, and I saw her head fall back so far her hair fell down to his knees.

I felt the rage rise up in me and I nearly crushed my beer can. I made myself focus on the girl who kept kicking her toes into my thigh to get my answer to something.

Later, I looked over and saw Jesse’s chair was empty. I casually gazed around not making it was obvious I was searching for someone, but they were no where to be seen.

The girl with her feet on the edge of my chair fell back laughing and nearly tumbled off the arm of my chair if I didn’t reach around her back and save her. She screamed and laughed and fell down into my chair with me before struggling to carry on with what she was saying to the other girl, and she straightened herself up on my lap sitting sideways. I left my hand around her back. The other girl she was talking to with such unbridled animation took up a similar position in the lap of the guy beside me.

I leaned back in my big chair and just watched the faces moving around the words, watched the light of the flames sparkle in their eyes and on their glossy lips, listened to the indeterminate mumble of many animated voices laughing and shouting around the party fire-pit while I felt like I was launched on a spacewalk without a tether.

Some time later, I saw Tara re-emerge into the circle of light of the fire, alone but changed now into shorts and a stretched tank top. She sat in the big chair opposite me and stared with glowing eyes and a grin as the girl in my lap held onto my shoulder leaning over me to make like she was play-arguing with the other girl, both of them laughing. The girl in my lap rolled her hips over my groin but then snorted and hugged me and said “sorry!” and laughed with her hand over her mouth when she felt me under her. I flinched from the sudden pressure of her. Tara’s hair was wet as though she’d recently showered.

A little later Jesse came out, also changed into shorts and a t-shirt, and he seamlessly slipped into and under Tara back into their chair, Tara not taking her eyes off me or losing her grin even as the guy physically picked her up and set her back down on his lap. Finally she turned to him, tickled him under his chin, kissed him lightly on the lips, and said “You woke up!” and she laughed lightly.

“You nearly put me in a coma,” he said low and privately and she squealed and hugged him around his neck hard as though she was embarrassed because he said it too loud.

Hours went by like this. The girl in my chair slipped further down with me, pushing her hand up my back and driving her fingers through my hair, rolling her hips over me but only now glancing at me and sticking her tongue out or curling her lips to stanch a grin, and adjusting and re-adjusting herself in my lap. I was trying to place her, and then it hit me: she was one of the girls who came up the path when Tara and I were talking in my car. She was one of the girls Tara took off after and took around the back of the cottage.

But by then some people began getting up and not coming back and no one fed the fire fresh wood and things got quieter. I was nearly sleeping in my chair with this girl when I felt my leg nudged by Tara who was standing in front of me. I rubbed my eyes and cleared them and looked up. She was standing with Jesse, both of them with their hands around each other’s waists.

“Come on,” she said to me. “I’ll show you your room, get your bag from your car.”

The girl in my lap got up, also sleepy, and said “Bye…” in a breathy voice and she waved at me over her shoulder with fluttering fingers.

I was too tired to form coherent thoughts and I long ago decided to just let whatever was happening sweep me along in its wake. Jesse came with Tara to show me to a bedroom and I went in. She waved at me through the door as she started to close it. Jesse was pulling with his hands around her waist.

I heard her make a mock protest at his rough way of pulling her. “Just hold your horses a sec,” I heard her murmur.

“You’re not… ?” I said but she talked over top of me.

“I thought you were with Trish,” she said with a wide grin.

Jesse now pulled himself up tight behind her, sliding his hands around her stomach, then drawing them lower as he bent over her back enough to make her bend over his arms.

She slapped feebly at his wrists. “Jesse, I swear to God." She looked up at me. "You know how it is, I told you, it’s this cottage, it’s the summer, we're all just really close friends OK?" Even as she grabbed Jessie's wrist tight enough to drive her fingernails into his skin, he pushed both hands down the inside of the front of her shorts. “Why don’t you get ready for bed?” she said to me, struggling and losing against Jesse. “We’re right next door, look!”

I didn’t glance but I could see the front of her shorts bulging with the backs of Jesse’s knuckles. “It’s not right, Tara,” I said.

“You’re so tired, look at your eyes,” she said and she laughed. Jesse must of touched a sensitive spot because she inhaled sharply and dropped her jaw and raised her glassy eyes.

“Dude,” Jesse said over Tara’s shoulder, not even looking at me. His face was down in her hair, biting her neck, kissing her ear. “You’re sleeping standing up. Look at your, man.”

Tara chuckled at that and reached up to snake her fingers in his hair, to pull it. “You drove all this way, you probably should have crashed a long time ago,” she said.

Jesse pulled at the front of her hips and he bumped her from behind with his hips. He whispered in her ear and did something to her down below that made her flinch again and twist and press her knees together like someone needing badly to pee. She curled her hips back, pushed his wrists down with her hands.

“Tara, what’s going on up here anyway?” I said.

She contorted in front of me nearly doubling over, but looked up at me from below, her hair falling over her face. “Just get some sleep, imagine the morning here! We have bacon and eggs and coffee and everything, you’re going to love it.”

She twisted around and slapped, lightly, at Jesse’s face and he smirked and tried to catch and bite her finger. He dragged her back a few steps. “Time to get your ass in bed, baby,” he said.

She turned around and held his face in her hands and kissed him long and deeply. “I’ll be there right away, go get ready,” she said privately to him, and he finally withdrew his hands from inside her shorts and drifted backward and away, pulling her hair as he went until her head snapped back and she grimaced and gasped in sharp shoots of pain.

She watched over her shoulder as he made his way into the room next door and even waited for the door to swing mostly closed before she turned to me. “Look, I just have to talk to him for a bit, he’s such a good friend and he’s going through something, we just need to talk it out, okay?” She leaned forward, placed her hands on my shoulders, lifted herself on her toes, and kissed the tip of my nose. “Give me a few minutes to deal with him, then I’ll come right to bed with you.”

“You’ll come back?” I said.

“Get ready for bed, let me go and sort Jesse out, he’s dealing with something,” she shrugged. “Give me ten, I’m just helping him think through it all.”

“How long?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, like thirty lets say? Just get ready and go to bed, it’s okay if you fall asleep, I know you’re tired. I’ll come back when I can.”

“Come talk to me now.”

She darted a glance over her shoulder. There was dim light in the room next door now, and very light music. She bit her lip and twisted her fingers together. “He’s going through so much,” she said turning back to me. “Let me sort him out and then I’ll come over to see you like in an hour, but just get ready anyway, go to bed, sleep even, I’ll just wake you up when I come over.”

I turned away and threw my hands up. She closed my door for me and I went to the bathroom and dug out my toothbrush.

I changed and got into bed and laid on my back awhile thinking through what I was going to say to her when she came back, about what I saw, what it looked like, how it sounded like she was telling me stories. But my thoughts drifted as they do when it’s just you thinking them by yourself and not discussing them with anyone. I pulled the chain, flicked the light out, and let the near total darkness relieve my eyes.

With the cottage was perfectly still and quiet, everyone gone to bed now, I could hear faintly through the wall behind my head the music I earlier heard through the cracked open door. I was drifting in and out of sleep struggling to keep awake long enough for when Tara came back. In that half-hallucinatory state, I thought I heard her light laughter.

I shook my head and opened and shut my eyes hard. I heard my own voice mumble and I fell into light sleep again, until I heard her voice break through the droning bass of the music barely audible through the wall. It was her high-pitch baby-talk voice. And then came an abrupt and high-pitched and breathy grunt like when she’s lifting weights only not.

I felt myself spinning as though a record on a record player and my ears were half asleep already and the dream state was half overtaking me. But I heard it again, and then muffled moans or cries. The last thing I thought before I fell fully into sleep was that it didn’t sound like talking.

I guess the bed was comfortable because it felt like two minutes later I was rubbing my eyes from the morning sunlight beaming through the room. Tara was climbing into my bed on her hands and knees.

“Shh!” she said when I opened my mouth to say something, and she kissed me with a mouth wet and hot. “Just for a couple of minutes okay?” she whispered. “He’s making breakfast downstairs with everybody else.”

“Who is?”

She laughed and snaked her arms and legs around me under the warm sheets. “Jesse, you dummy,” she said and she slid herself over top of me, pulled her knees up, stretched her hands out over my arms pulling them out from my body and over my head. She was crouching on me, dragging herself up and down over me. She was only wearing low hip panties and a loose overstretched men’s tank top and nothing else.

“We can probably talk a little later, don’t worry, okay?” she said and she kissed me fully with mouth and tongue and moaned into my mouth.

“Did you come back to bed last night?”

“Let’s just get some breakfast, we’ll go for a walk then, it’s incredible going around the lake. It’s a loop!”

“You were supposed to wake me up.”

She kissed me again and started to push herself off me. “And I’m also supposed to be up here getting his charge cord!” she said and she raised her shoulders and plugged her nose as she snickered.

“I heard you through the wall, Tara.”

“Come down for breakfast soon,” she said now at the door. “Hurry, don’t be late, you’ll miss your share of the bacon!” she said and she laughed.

“But Tara…”

“Oh!” she said, cutting me off. “Trish was asking where you were! So hurry!” She snorted and closed my door and I heard her feet rush down the stairs.

I sat up on my elbows and rubbed my eyes and slapped my face. I made it to the bathroom and noticed it had another door on the other side. Sliding it open carefully, I realized it joined to the room next door, to Jesse’s room.

I opened the door further and took a step inside. The place was a mess, the bed unmade, a pillow slumped against the side of the bed sitting on the floor like a spent solider, and clothes spilling over everywhere. Including, I saw when my eyes adjusted, women’s panties and bra, and picking the bra up, I recognized it. It was one of Tara’s from back home. Her panties were rolled like they’d been rushed off. The shorts she was wearing at the fire, and the t-shirt, were at the foot of the bed.

I came back through the bathroom and only then noticed Tara’s make-up stuff spread around the counter. I tore off toilet paper and blew my nose and stepped on the pedal for the garbage can. It made me stop and stare and I twisted my head in alignment. On top was a silvery and torn square condom package. I let the lid close and cleared my throat and went back to my room. I leaned on the window sill, pushed open the hinged window, let the lake and cedar and birch air fill my lungs. On top of the package was a flaccid pale beige stretched-out condom, used and filled.

I came downstairs to find the cottage in a tumult of people grabbing coffees and plates and eggs coming off pans and bacon coming out of the oven. Everybody was talking loudly, people taking their full plates to the couches or to the mantel in front of the fireplace, or even outside onto the deck. Someone shoved a plate in my hand, someone else shook a coffee cup in front of my face until I lifted my eyes and found Trish laughing at me. “Someone is still sleepy” she said, and she mussed her hand through my hair and patted my ass. “Something keeping you from sleeping last night?” she said and she laughed. Someone else said, “Or someone?” and everyone laughed.

I spotted Tara in the middle of it at the stove in her panties and stretched tank top hip to hip with Jesse as they served up eggs on plates and passed them around to all who wanted them. She spun around with a piece of bacon dangling from her fingers she saw me and her eyes raised with delight before she glanced over her shoulder at Jesse. She came to me and held the bacon over my mouth.

“Beg for it!” she teased me with a laugh.

I seized her wrist in my hand.

“Not here!” she murmured through her teeth.

I bit the bacon and drew it in my mouth and chewed it with my eyes on hers showing her with my look what I saw upstairs.

She twisted her wrist out of my hand and with half-lidded eyes she went back to the stove to pull out more bacon.

The cottage was noisy and boisterous. I caught Tara at some point and held her by the bicep. “When can we talk? You said a walk? Around the lake?”

“I’ll make it work somehow,” she said quietly to me and got away.

I went outside and sat on the deck and stared at the lake to eat my eggs and toast in peace. Tara came out and looked behind herself before pushing her fingers through my hair and tickled the back of my neck. “Hey, so we need to run into town to get a few things,” she said. “We have to get propane tanks refilled, and a gas can filled for the outboard, and a whole bunch of groceries, you into going into town and looking around a bit?”

“We can talk?”

“Sure, want to help with the propane tank? It’s already in the driveway.”

I went up and got my keys from my bedroom and slipped on some shoes. When I came back down, it was Trish standing by the passenger door of my car. I’d already remotely opened the doors, and as I came down the steps, it was Tara and Jesse opening the back doors, all of them talking and climbing in.

By the time I got to the driver’s door, they were all inside, doors closed windows open, Trish beside me, not Tara, but Tara behind Trish and Jesse behind me.

“This’ll be fun!” Tara said from the back seat and she snickered.

I started up and said to her in the rearview mirror, “So where am I going?”

It was Jesse whose face filled the space between my seat and Trish’s seat. “I’ll direct you, there’s a back way that’s tons shorter, but you have to know the road.”

I pulled the car into drive and rolled out through the gravel driveway.

“Right, right,” he said, falling back into the seat behind me. As I swung the car into the dirt road, I saw over my shoulder and down between the seats Jesse’s hand on Tara’s bare leg resting there casually.

The road ducked and swerved and rose and fell as it wound around thick and tall tree trunks. “Just keep going, only one road, you can’t get lost,” Jesse said when he saw me stretch up and look down through the rearview into the backseat.

The road was narrow and the trees encroached closely to the sides. The turns came fast and sharp. I couldn’t look through the rearview for more than half a second at a time. But when I did, I caught glimpses of Tara and Jesse both sunk deeply down into the back seat, the tops of their heads barely visible.

I caught shards of visions through the gap of the seats and down through the mirror too, Jesse’s thumb rubbing Tara’s lips, Tara’s hand wrapped around the back of Jesse’s neck, what I thought had to be the slowly undulating knuckles of Jesse’s hand inside the front of Tara’s shorts.

Through the mirror on a long straight, dust flying up behind us as I got up to speed, I saw Tara’s arm reaching behind my seat, her shoulder moving forward and back in a leisurely pace, her hand over what or inside where I couldn’t see.

At some point, I looked down at my hip and found Tara’s big toe pressing into me there, and her whole foot pushed through between the seats, her leg stretching and twisting. I looked down and back and seeing nothing, I thought she was poking at me, but when I tickled her foot, I got no reaction. It just continued to stretch and strain, the toes curling. When I took a chance and turned all the way around to look though the seats into the back, I only saw Tara’s ass the bottoms of her feet. She was kneeling on the floor. I tilted the rearview down even further, and found Jesse’s face with his eyes closed, and the top of the back of Tara’s head rising and falling in front of his chest.

We emerged through a clearing and I found the lakeside village open up in front of us. Jesse lurched up over my shoulder and reached forward to point out where the propane station was, our first stop.

We got out, and while he showed me how it was done where we filled it outside, Tara and Trish went into the store. We got the gas can for the boat and went to the gas pump. As he leaned over to squeeze the nozzle, Tara snickered and pushed to his lips different licorice all-sorts she bought.

“Those two get so ridiculous sometimes,” Trish said with embarrassment and she laughed where her and I leaned against the fender watching them play.

“You know them for long?” I said to her.

“Um…” she thought, scanning across the sky. “I guess I’ve known Jesse longer than Tara, but they’re pretty much a package deal,” she laughed.

“They always like this?” I said, and I made myself chuckle to keep it light.

Trish didn’t answer more than raising her eyebrows and bulging her eyes. She nodded.

“All set,” Jesse said and we all got back in.

Next stop was some touristy trinket shop that used to be a tackle and bait shop and still was, back in the aging corner of the place. We wondered around looking at the odd things, separating from each other to look at t-shirts and hoodies and fishing poles.

“You and Trish seem to be getting along well,” Tara said to me in a low conspiratorial voice when she got me alone away from the others.

“Trish? No!” I said.

“She likes you,” she said with a smile. “I told you, it’s this place. It does something to people.”

“When are we going to talk?”

“Jesse’s just so possessive!” she said with her eyes widening at me.

“Jesse? I mean you and me.”

She stood up high on her toes and quickly scanned over the shelves looking for him. She came back down and grabbed my shirt collar with both hands and pulled me down to her face. She penetrated my mouth with her tongue. “I’ve been trying to get you all to myself all morning, but the man gets so outrageously jealous!”

“Tara,” I began but she pulled me down for another kiss longer and deeper, moaning in my mouth.

I pushed her shoulders back and she wiped the back of her hand over her mouth. “When?”

“Later, I promise,” she said. “Go talk to Trish, I think she’s flirting with you.”

“I don’t understand anything.”

“Jesse will get suspicious, so try to flirt back with Trish, she’s nice, isn’t she? I need you to.”

“When Tara?”

She patted the front of my pants. “You have to wait your turn, I’ll look after you, don’t worry. I didn’t know you were coming up, did I.”

“That’s hardly the point.”

“You didn’t give me a chance to sort things out,” she said.

“But that’s the whole point, why is there anything to sort out?”

Jesse came around the corner at that point. Tara immediately turned to him, patted the front of his shorts the same way she patted mine, and turned him around and snickered with her head thrown back and lifted herself to kiss his lips.

“Ian,” Jesse called to me over her head as she pushed him backward out of the aisle. “You like fishing? I got a couple poles.”

“Yeah, no problem,” I said, me who has never been fishing in my life.

Tara knew that, and she looked at me over her shoulder with a sly expression, pushing Jesse with both hands further back.

We returned to the cottage. After we unloaded everything, Jesse found me on the deck. “Which one you want?” he said with a broad smile. He was holding two fishing poles out.

Tara appeared coming out the door. “There you are, I was looking all over for you!”

“We’re going to go see if we can’t catch a dinner,” Jesse said.

Tara laughed abruptly. “You’re going with Ian? Ian doesn’t fish!” She turned to me. “You don’t fish!”

I took a pole from Jesse. “Never too late to learn.”

“That’s the spirit!” Jesse said.

“I thought we could talk,” Tara said.

Jesse slipped his hand around her waist and leaned down to kiss her fully in front of me. “You just get your apron on woman, let the men go do the kill.”

“Ian,” she said. “Nows a good time for our walk, I was going to show you the loop trail around the lake.”

“He can do that anytime, fish are biting now, late afternoon is the best time. C’mon man!” he said and he slapped my shoulder.

“Sounds great, Jes,” I said, and I picked up one of the boxes he brought out.

“Ian, you’re going to hate it out there, believe me!”

I shrugged and smiled at her from the steps. “Maybe not, never know.”

“Jesse, he doesn’t know how to fish even, he hates fishing, he told me.”

“You said you hate fishing?” he said half privately to me.

I shrugged. “I don’t recall saying that,” and we both laughed and headed down the path to the dock.

Tara followed. “The boat is tippy, you’re going to fall in.”

“The boat is fine,” Jesse said.

“It’s already too late, by the time you get out there, it’ll be dark.”

“We’ve got hours!”

“Ian, I thought you said you wanted to talk.”

“Later on,” I said.

“The man will talk to you later on he said,” Jesse said over his shoulder.

She stopped at the steps to the deck with her arms crossed over her chest. “There won’t be a later on.”

We both stopped and looked back at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jesse said.

She only jutted her jaw and looked out at the sky. “It’s going to rain.”

Jesse looked at the same sky. “Not a drop of rain out there.”

“Well don’t come crying to me when you get hit by a bolt of lightening,” she said.

“Can you believe this girl?” Jesse said privately to me.

“There’s no lightening out there, right?” I said.

Jesse laughed out loud. “You said that like you have a phobia about it.”

I paused a few seconds and scanned the sky. “I do.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “There’s nothing out there but lake, fish, and two men with poles.”

He brought the boat around and warmed up the small motor. We got in and headed out. He turned to wave at Tara who didn’t wave back, she only scowled.

“Lady is mad!” he said and he chuckled. “You ever seen that kind of thing before?”

I waited until Tara and the dock and the cottage were specks in the distance. “I have,” I finally said.

He didn’t fully hear me, he was busy turning a bend and slowing the motor. “This little inlet should be well stocked,” he said. “Always is this time of day.”

He hooked our lines. “You just let it out, we drift, you wiggle it a bit now and then, if they’re down there, they’re going to get curious.”

We fished off opposite sides of the boat in silence. Finally he said, “Yeah? You’ve seen that before in a girl?”

“I’ve seen it before in that girl.”

“How well you know her anyway? You seem pretty familiar,” he said.

I let nearly a whole minute go buy debating how to reply. Then I decided. “Tara’s my girlfriend. Has been for the last two years. We live together, we’ve been living together for six months.”

I didn’t turn around and neither did he for a long time. Nor did we face each other. We remained staring into opposite sides of the inlet still as a mirror and filled with reflections of trees and sky.

“Dude,” he finally said in a quiet tone. “I had no idea.”

“I figured that out pretty quickly,” I said.

“Your girlfriend? Like for real? Like girlfriend boyfriend real?”

“We live together. Or I guess we did, up until about a day ago,” I said and I chuckled.

He looked back in the direction of the cottage like he’s see it from here, see her standing on the deck still from here. “She didn’t say she had a boyfriend of course, or would have never…”

“I know Jesse, I know that.”

“Damn,” he said. “I was really liking her too.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

It was dark by the time we got back to the deck and I leapt off with the rope and tied it up while Jesse threw the boxes and poles up on the planks. We didn’t say anything as we came up the path. The fire was in the pit and people were sitting around it.

“You want a beer?” Jesse said to me quietly.

“Yeah, what do you think?” We both slapped each other’s shoulders and he went inside.

I sat down in a free chair. Tara was across the fire from me with her knees pulled up and tucked under her hoody, staring into the fire but glancing up at me trying to catch my eyes. She smiled when I looked, but I had nothing on my face.

Jesse came out, tossed a can to me, and went to a chair empty beside Tara. She laid her face on her knee and looked at him but he stared in the opposite direction. “Did you get me a beer?” she said in a soft cooing voice.

“Lots inside,” he said and he gestured to the cottage with his chin.

She pushed her knees out of her hoody and stomped up toward the cottage.

A few other people called out to her to bring them a beer too. “Ian, can you come help me?”

I stared at her walking backward looking back at me and I got up and followed her up the path to the cottage.

“Just come upstairs a sec,” she said.

“Just getting beers I thought.”

“Do you want to talk or not?”

I shrugged and went up the stairs with her. She lead me into my bedroom and closed the door. The moment it latched behind me, she sank her mouth over my mouth and penetrated me with her tongue.

“I’ve been dying to get you alone finally all weekend,” she said. She pulled the fly down on my shorts.

“Tara,” I said.

“What? We don’t have much time!”

She backed up from me and unzipped her hoody. She let if fall down her arms and to the floor. She smiled at me as she cupped her hands over the cups of her bra, a black lace number she knew I loved.

“Come on baby,” she said. “This girl is burning up.”

I hesitated but she undid the button in her white cuffed shorts, slowly opened them, dragging the short fly down, and then said “Ooops,” as they hit the floor pooled around her ankles. She was wearing matching blank hipster panties.

She wagged her tongue out of her mouth and laughed as she crept onto the bed backward onto her hands and knees.

“Fuck my mouth, baby, I’ve been wanting you so badly.”

I looked over my shoulder at the closed door behind me, and I hooked the lock on and turned back to her.

She beckoned me with her curling finger. I stepped toward her and she pulled at the waist of my shorts the moment I was within reach. She tore at the button, ripped the fly down, pushed my shorts over my hips and pulled my underwear with them.

“Baby,” she breathed, “I so want you.”

I couldn’t avoid my cock standing up hard at her face. She instantly started to lick it all around the head, poking the hard tip of her tongue around the ridge, and she kissed the underside, dragged her tongue over it, let my cock play on her face and she laughed and lashed at it.

And then she pulled me with her nails digging in my ass and I filled her hot mouth. She moaned like it was her getting it. She pumped me with hand and mouth together before she pulled off, strings of saliva stretching from her lips to my cock. She looked up at me with deep mad eyes, her liner and lashes blacker than usual.

“I’m gonna fuck your brains out, you better be ready,” she said full of breath and big eyes.

I knelt on the edge of the bed and carved my fingers through her hair. She bit my hand, pushed it down between her legs, separated my middle finger and rubbed the fingertip over her folds and around her nib. “I’m so wet for you baby,” she said.

She climbed up my body. I rolled into the bed and she sank down on my cock again with her mouth as I laid back into the pillows. She came up over me on her hands and knees and reached down between her legs to grip me and she shook and squeezed me.

She reached for her phone. “Hang on a second baby,” she said nearly out of breath, and she quickly tapped out a text with her thumbs, then dropped the phone on the floor and came back down to me.

“I want you so bad,” she nearly cried. She teased her pussy with the head, kneeling high up over me. She fell forward and braced on hand on the wall between the two bedrooms.

“Wait!” she whispered and she bit her lower lip and looked down at me with wildly amused eyes.

“What?”

“Shh!” she said and she covered my mouth with her hands and snickered.

Behind the wall we could hear rummaging.

“Jesse!” she whispered in my ear. And with a curl of her hips, she sank down on me in one long and slow thrust until our pelvises met.

But she let out a high pitched cry in doing so. She quickly covered her mouth and looked down at me with wild eyes and she laughed.

I tried to hold her hips still, tried to stop making noise, but she pulled up and nearly off me before she plunged back down, and she grunted and moaned louder, now muffled with her hands.

“Tara,” I whispered.

She shrugged like she couldn’t help it. We heard something brush against the wall behind us, but she lifted up and again and came down on me harder, taking me deeper, and this time she emitted a loud, if short, cry.

She fell down over me and breathed hard in my ear. “I can’t help it, you’re so big, you feel so good, I almost forgot how much you fill me baby!” She laughed loud enough that anyone listening would have heard that too.

Now she gripped the top of the headboard and started thrusting her hips down into me, slamming her body over me, engulfing me inside her, and my mind went blank and my heart rate went through the roof.

Her breasts, hard and smooth, brushed over my face and I nipped at and licked her nipples. She rolled us over and I spread her legs and drilled myself down into her. She got on her elbows and knees and waved her ass at me and I took her hard and deep and fast.

There was no attempt to muffle anything anymore. She cried out loud with each thrust, told me “harder!” and “faster!”

She knew I was close and she rolled over and wrapped her legs around my waist, kissed me all over my face, and told me to cum inside her.

“Condom” I managed to say.

“Pocket, shorts,” she said breathlessly. She had a condom ready.

I went back into her and she writhed on me so sensually, so engrossingly, I couldn’t last longer if I tried. Neither it seemed could she, and we erupted together.

As we lay there recovering our breath and trying to slow our pounding heart rates, she said, “Do you think he heard me?”

She laughed without me answering.

“Come on,” she said, “everyone is still waiting for their beers, I bet.”

We dressed and made it on wobbly legs back down to the kitchen. We grabbed a bunch of beers and as we went through the door and back outside, she caught my mouth with her mouth, and kissed me deeply and warm. “You want to get out of here tonight? You want to go home right now?”

“No,” I said. “Maybe I might want to stick around a bit.”

I walked back to the fire alone. I passed beers around and sat back in my seat. Jesse stared into the fire and Tara didn’t come  back out. I drank my beer back and settled low in my chair.

Trish got up and poked the fire with a stick and tried to lay a fresh log on it but it rolled out. I caught it with my foot and placed it on top of the burning ones. She came back to sit on the arm of my chair with me.

“Did you ever get to see the loop trail?”she said.

“Can you walk it at night?” I said.

“It’s the best time.”

We looked into each other’s eyes nearly ten seconds. Someone asked Jesse if he caught anything out on the lake. “Caught plenty,” he said.

“Where are they?”

“Not the kind you eat,” he said and he laughed. “Right Ian?”

I tipped my can toward him. “What are you guys talking about anyway?” Trish said.

“Why don’t you show me the loop trail? We can walk and talk,” I said.

“Sounds good,” she said with a smile and she got up form the seat of my chair and motioned with her tilted head in a direction off into the dark shadows of the trees with a grin on her face, trying her best not to draw anyone’s attention.

Tara appeared out of the shadows coming from the cottage. “Where are you two off to?” she said with a crooked grin.

“Just gonna show Ian the ol’ loop trail,” Trish said with a guilty grin and a nervous laugh.

“I was just going to show him, I’ll take him.”

“No,” I said. “I think Jesse’s waiting for you at the fire.” We all looked over and saw Jesse hunched over telling a story the way he does with a few people entranced by him, smiling, listening.

Tara pushed her tongue over her front teeth.

“Are you okay, Tara?” Trish said with sympathy.

Tara looked at me with narrowed eyes as I took Trish’s hand in mine and we dipped down under the first branches and disappeared up the loop trail.
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