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The campus was loud with August move-in. Cars pulled up at every curb, trunks open, boxes stacked on sidewalks. I pushed through it all, following the number on the slip of paper Jess had once scribbled for me. Third floor, corner unit.
I didn’t expect the door to open so fast.
Jess stood there barefoot, a pen in her hand, hair twisted up messily like she’d just yanked it off her face. Her eyes went wide. For a second, she didn’t breathe.
Behind her, Madison froze mid-laugh, a carton of takeout dangling from her fingers. Hannah was on the floor cross-legged with a laptop, her head snapping up when she heard my voice.
“I had to see you,” I said.
Jess’s lips parted, a sound slipping out, half shock, half confusion. Madison set the carton down slowly. Hannah closed the laptop without a word.
Three pairs of eyes stayed locked on me like I’d walked straight out of a dream they only vaguely remembered. Had it been that long?
The hallway smell of wax and old carpet drifted in behind me as Jess stepped back, slow, like she wasn’t sure if she should even let me in. I crossed the threshold anyway. The door shut behind me with a dull thud, nothing like the slap of a hatch or the creak of deck boards.
The apartment was bright, square. White walls, thin blinds rattling in the air from a box fan, half-packed boxes shoved up against the couch. No river breeze, no boards shifting under bare feet, no smell of woodsmoke or water. Just campus unit air, dry, still, humming with the faint bass from the unit next door.
They watched me like I was a foreign object. Madison leaning back on the counter, food forgotten, her grin pulled tight at the edges. Hannah sitting low with her laptop closed now, her knees pulled in close, bare legs shining in the window light. Jess just in front of me, barefoot on linoleum, her shoulders stiff.
On the boat, they’d moved through my air. Out here, every detail put me as the interloper. Their books stacked in piles, mug rings on the table, the bulletin board on the wall covered with class schedules, flyers, notes scribbled in their handwriting. It was their world, not mine.
I felt it in the floor under my shoes, solid, unshifting. No river underneath, no sway, no current. Just ground. Their ground. Solid.
The floor didn’t move under me, and somehow that was worse. On the boat, the sway of the river had been constant, something I could steady myself against. Here, the ground was fixed, unyielding, and it threw me off more than the current ever had. I couldn’t find my footing in their world.
They, on the other hand, were steadier than I’d ever seen them. Madison wasn’t teasing now, she leaned against the counter with her arms crossed, eyes sharp, posture easy. Hannah’s grin was small, quiet, not the rough laughter of the river but something more certain. Even Jess, still wide-eyed from the shock of seeing me, carried herself different, her shoulders squared, her chin higher, as if this place gave her a backbone the river had stripped away.
It hit me then: on the boat they’d been raw, reckless, stripped down to instinct. Here, they were grounded. Rooted. They knew who they were. And I was the one who’d come looking, off balance, still chasing the echo of some swell that was long gone.
Jess finally moved, stepping back far enough for me to clear the doorway. I felt the door shut behind me again, a hollow apartment-sound, no echo of water, no gulls outside. Just the whirr of the fan and the low hum of music bleeding through the wall.
Madison didn’t say a word. She just unfolded her arms and walked to the table, sliding one of the mugs toward me like I was expected, like they’d known all along I’d end up here. Hannah tucked her legs under her, watching me from the floor with a look that wasn’t teasing but wasn’t surprised anymore either, just measured, steady.
Jess stayed closest. Her bare feet pressed flat into the linoleum, toes curling slightly like she needed the ground beneath her. She was breathing faster than the other two, her chest rising and falling quick, but her chin stayed lifted.
Madison finally said, “You came all this way.” Not a question, just a statement.
“I had to,” I said.
Her lips curved into something small, nothing like the sharp grin from the boat. “Of course you did.”
Hannah’s eyes flicked from her to me. She pulled the elastic from her hair, shaking it loose over her shoulders, but even that was deliberate, not careless. “We thought you’d just disappear back into your quiet ways.”
I looked at Jess then. Her eyes darted away, down at the floor, before cutting back up at me. She didn’t speak, but the heat in her face said she remembered every word I’d ever told her about solitude, about the river, about being fine alone. She knew it was a lie now.
“I couldn’t,” I said, my voice low.
The fan clicked as it oscillated. The sound of laughter from the hallway outside, muffled again when someone’s door shut.
Jess’s arm brushed mine briefly before she caught herself and stepped back. Her face flushed hotter, like she hadn’t meant to. Madison saw it, her smirk deepening, but she didn’t say a word.
The weight of it, the apartment air, the hum of the building, the ground locked solid under us, drove home the difference. On the boat, they’d been in my element. The sway, the water, the isolation. I’d thought that gave me the power. Here, in their space, I could feel it slipping out of my hands with every breath.
Madison tilted her head, studying me like she was seeing something new. “You look different.”
I almost laughed, because she was right. The river version of me, the one who could pretend he wanted solitude, was gone. “I am,” I said.
Hannah’s grin softened. “Good then.”
Jess’s fingers twisted together in front of her, nervous, but her eyes stayed locked on me like she didn’t dare look away. She was the one I’d come for. I wanted to tell her, but the words caught.
Instead, Madison pushed the mug across the table again. “Sit,” she said. A command, not cruel, not mocking, just final.
So I sat.
The chair legs scraped on the linoleum, harsh in the quiet. Jess came around slowly, perching on the edge of the couch, her knees pressed tight together. Hannah rolled onto her side on the floor, propping her head on her hand, studying me.
Jess finally broke the silence. Her voice was soft, strained. “You probably shouldn’t have come.” But her eyes said something else.
I leaned forward, elbows on the table. “You don’t believe that.”
Her lips parted, but no answer came.
Madison leaned back on her hands, her legs stretched out, one foot brushing Hannah’s. “She does,” she said. But even as she said it, her smile flickered like she knew it wasn’t true either.
Hannah chuckled, low. “Or maybe she doesn’t.”
Jess’s shoulders tensed, her jaw tightening. She shook her head quick, like she could shake the whole moment away, but the red in her cheeks gave her away.
I pushed back from the table, the scrape of the chair sharp again. The sound made Jess’s head snap up, eyes wide. I crossed the few steps to the couch, the air charged like a storm pressing down.
Jess didn’t move away. Her hands tightened in her lap, her knuckles pale. Her lips trembled just enough to betray her.
I sat beside her. The couch springs gave slightly under our weight, the only shift in the entire building. Jess’s thigh pressed against mine, heat bleeding through. She stayed rigid for a moment, then exhaled shakily.
Madison’s voice cut in, quiet but firm. “See? He came back for you.”
Jess’s face turned toward her, eyes sharp, but her body didn’t move from mine.
Hannah laughed softly from the floor. “Just like we knew he would.”
I didn’t look at either of them. My eyes stayed on Jess, close enough to see the pulse hammering in her neck. “I couldn’t stay away.”
Her breath hitched again. Her lips parted like she might argue, but nothing came out. Her shoulders sagged slightly, the fight draining even as her eyes burned.
Madison stood, walking past us to the kitchen counter. She picked up her cup, sipping slow, watching without interrupting. Hannah rolled onto her back, stretching like a cat, eyes still on us upside down.
Jess leaned closer before she seemed to realize it. The heat between us sparked, undeniable. She caught herself, pulling back slightly, but the slip had already happened. Madison saw it. Hannah saw it. I felt it.
The silence returned, heavier now, but it wasn’t empty. It was thick with all of us realizing the same thing, that everything had changed. On the river, they’d broken me down.
Madison slid off the counter and opened a cupboard, pulling down another mug. “Coffee?” she asked like it was nothing, her voice steady, casual.
Jess startled at the sound, blinking like she’d forgotten other things existed besides the two of us pressed together on the couch. “Um, yeah,” she said quickly, her voice too high, too fast.
Hannah rolled up from the floor, stretching, then padded into the kitchen behind Madison. She brushed close to me on her way, her shoulder grazing mine like it was an accident. I didn’t move.
The kettle hissed low on the stove. Madison filled it, set it back, and leaned against the counter, arms folded again. “Classes start Monday,” she said, watching the steam curl. “First seminar’s already full. Figures.”
“Which one?” Hannah asked, perching on the edge of the counter beside her.
“Modern lit. The one with Foster.”
“Ugh,” Hannah laughed, “the one who wears the same tweed jacket every day.”
Their words were light, easy, everyday. But the current under them was anything but. Jess had drifted closer to me without realizing it, her hip pressed into mine, her bare knee brushing against my jeans. My hand hovered on the cushion between us, not quite touching hers, though the space shrank with each heartbeat.
Jess glanced toward the kitchen, then back at me. Her lips parted, a breath escaping, but she stayed quiet.
Hannah hopped down, opening the fridge. “We still have those leftovers from yesterday.” She bent, the hem of her shorts riding high, her legs tensing. Madison’s eyes flicked toward me briefly, a small smirk tugging at her lips, before she pulled open a drawer for a spoon.
Jess finally stood, too quickly, like she needed to move. She smoothed her tank top down, her cheeks flushed, and stepped toward the kitchen. I followed, slow, pulled by something I couldn’t fight.
We ended up crowded together in the narrow space between counter and table. Jess leaned against the counter’s edge, her fingers gripping it tight. Hannah stood close enough beside her that their arms touched, their hips brushing when one shifted. Madison poured the hot water into the mugs, steam rising around us.
“Don’t spill,” Hannah teased, nudging Madison with her shoulder.
Madison rolled her eyes, but her grin lingered. “Please, you’re the one who can’t even carry a tray without dropping half of it.”
Jess laughed, soft, nervous, but real. The sound made my chest tighten.
The conversation floated like that, normal, surface-level, as if this were any other afternoon. But in the cramped kitchen, our bodies said everything else. Jess’s shoulder brushed mine once, then again. Hannah leaned back against the counter, her thigh pressing into Jess’s. Madison reached past me for the sugar, her arm sliding across my chest, her hair brushing against my jaw.
I stood still, letting them circle, the pull of them inevitable, stronger than anything I could resist. The words coming out of their mouths were about professors, about books, about leftovers in the fridge, but the air itself was thick with the memory of what had happened on the river, and the promise that it wasn’t finished.
Jess’s hand slipped from the counter, falling to her side. Her knuckles brushed mine. She didn’t move away.
Madison stirred sugar into one mug, the spoon clinking soft against ceramic. “Foster’s not so bad,” she said, glancing at Hannah with a sly look. “Better than Mallory in econ. He drones for two hours straight.”
Jess let out a nervous laugh, her hip brushing Hannah’s again. “You’ll sleep through half of it anyway.”
“I’ve got you to take notes,” Hannah shot back, grinning. She nudged Jess with her elbow, but didn’t shift away after, their bodies still pressed.
I leaned against the opposite counter, pretending to study the fridge door plastered with flyers and sticky notes, though my eyes kept cutting back to them. Jess tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, her fingers trembling just slightly, and when she looked at me she couldn’t hold it for long.
The kettle hissed again, cooling now, the faint sound filling the pause.
“We should stock up before Monday,” Madison said, her tone casual, though her eyes lingered too long on Jess as she set the mug in front of her. “Once classes start, it’s chaos.”
Jess wrapped her hands around the warm ceramic, but her body leaned back, closer to Hannah, closer to me.
Hannah stretched her arms above her head, her t-shirt riding up enough to flash a line of bare skin. “Grocery run later?”
Jess nodded quick, distracted, her gaze dropping to her mug though she hadn’t sipped.
Their words, groceries, classes, professors, floated like nothing was unusual. But the air between us was thick, charged with the echo of the river. Every brush of skin, every shift of weight brought it back, not sharp but dreamlike, an imprint none of us could shake.
Madison leaned in, reaching past Jess to grab a pen from the counter, her body pressing into Jess’s side. Jess froze for a heartbeat, then exhaled, her hand slipping against the counter’s edge until it grazed mine again.
I didn’t move away this time.
Hannah’s grin was softer now, slower, as she watched the space between us collapse in increments. She pulled open a notebook, flipping pages without looking, her thumb dragging idly across the margin. “We should figure out who’s on dish duty, too. It’s gonna be a mess once the semester starts.”
“No one ever sticks to the chart,” Madison murmured, still too close to Jess, her arm brushing Jess’s shoulder before she finally stepped back.
Jess’s laugh was too quick, too high. “Then what’s the point of making it?”
Her words tried for normal, but her voice wavered. Her knee touched mine again, this time lingering, heat pulsing where we connected.
The kitchen filled with the small sounds of the apartment, pages turning, mugs set down, the hum of the fridge, but underneath, none of us heard it. All we felt was the tug, the slow orbit drawing us back together, memory turning solid in the space between breaths.
Madison flipped Jess’s notebook open on the counter. “We should make a real list,” she said, scribbling fast, her pen scratching across the page. “Coffee, cereal, soap, basic survival.”
“Don’t forget laundry stuff,” Hannah added, leaning over Jess’s shoulder to peek at the page, her breath stirring Jess’s hair. “We’ll run out in a week.”
Jess gave a little snicker, covering it with a sip from her mug, but her hand trembled enough to clink against the ceramic. She set it down quickly, biting her lower lip as her knee pressed harder against mine, no accident now.
“Laundry soap,” Madison repeated, writing it down. Her lips curved, but she didn’t look up.
Hannah’s fingers trailed casually across the counter, close enough to brush Jess’s arm. Jess let out a shaky breath, almost like a sigh, and then laughed again, too fast.
I shifted closer without thinking, my thigh firm against hers, heat building. She didn’t move away. Her lips glistened where she’d bitten them, her eyes darting between the three of us, wide, guilty, and burning.
“Printer paper too,” Madison said, tapping the notebook, her tone all business. “First week, the lab’s always jammed.”
“Printer paper,” Hannah echoed, a smirk tugging at her mouth.
Jess tried to hide her smile, her chest rising sharp on another unsteady breath.
The list kept growing in Madison’s neat handwriting, pasta, rice, dish soap, while the rest of us stood too close, bodies brushing, shoulders grazing, the air thick with the weight of the river memory. Nothing spoken of it, but every bitten lip, every shaky breath, every lingering touch made it real again.
Madison tapped the pen against the counter, her handwriting quick and neat across the page. “We’ll need more pasta too. Cheap, fills you up.”
Hannah leaned in to look, her shoulder brushing Jess’s arm. “Tomato sauce. Don’t forget.”
Jess’s lips parted as she glanced at the notebook, though her eyes didn’t focus on the words. Her knee pressed firmer into mine, the warmth unmistakable now. She bit down on her bottom lip, catching it between her teeth, before letting it slip free with a quiet sound in her throat.
“Sauce,” Madison repeated, writing it down without looking up. Her tongue pressed against the corner of her cheek, the pen wobbling slightly as she steadied her hand.
Hannah grinned, reaching for her mug, but her fingers lingered on Jess’s wrist for a second longer than necessary before she pulled back. Jess snickered softly, her breath hitching right after, the laugh breaking into something closer to a sigh.
“Cereal,” Madison added, the scratch of the pen a little too sharp in the silence.
Jess nodded quickly, like she was agreeing, but her gaze was fixed low, her hand inching across the counter until her pinky brushed against mine. The touch was feather-light, almost nothing, but her breath caught when she didn’t move it away.
“Granola bars too,” Hannah said, her voice too casual, too bright. She bit her lip as soon as the words left, her eyes on Jess now, her grin twitching wider.
The list grew, laundry soap, printer paper, rice, spoken in turns, jotted down like it mattered. But the room was thick with the hum of memory, the pull of the river bleeding through walls and floors and air.
Jess’s shoulders lifted and fell on a shaky breath. Madison’s pen paused mid-word, her lips pressed tight, teeth catching her lower lip for just a moment before she continued. Hannah’s laugh came again, softer, but it quivered, slipping through like she couldn’t keep it steady.
I stayed close, my thigh firm against Jess’s, the heat shared, my hand resting on the counter near hers. Her fingers trembled once, then slid closer, settling against mine without a word.
The fan whirred. The pen scratched. Their chatter floated on, professors, groceries, notes for class, but every movement, every breath, every glance betrayed the same truth: we weren’t in the apartment anymore. Not really.
Madison’s pen hovered over the page, the last word half-finished. She let it fall with a small clatter against the counter.
Jess’s hand closed around mine fully, her grip tight, trembling. Her chest rose sharp, and when she turned toward me her lips were already parted, eyes wide and wet.
Across from us, Hannah set her mug down slowly, her grin softer now, her teeth catching her lower lip as she leaned back against the counter. Madison didn’t move at first, her gaze steady, then she let out a shaky laugh that broke off too fast.
Our bodies leaned together, closer, like gravity had snapped and there was no point resisting anymore. Jess’s breath hitched, her knuckles whitening around my hand. Hannah shifted nearer, brushing against her side, her arm sliding slow against Jess’s until it stayed there. Madison tilted her head, her eyes on me, then on Jess, her smirk fading into something sharper, hungrier.
Jess’s breath came ragged, caught in her throat, her hand clamped around mine like she was afraid of what would happen if she let go. The space between us wasn’t space anymore, it was pressure, pulling tighter, dragging us closer until it hurt to resist.
I leaned in, slow enough that she could’ve stopped me, but she didn’t. Her eyes shut halfway, lashes trembling, lips parted and waiting. When my mouth brushed hers, the softest edge of a kiss, her whole body shuddered. The heat of it rolled through me like a current, like the river itself had surged up into this cramped apartment kitchen.
Jess whimpered against my mouth, the sound small, sharp, and devastating. Her fingers clenched mine, pulling me tighter. The kiss broke after a second, only for her to come back for more, harder this time, her lips urgent, her breath hot.
Madison’s laugh came again, not cruel, just low, knowing. “Knew it,” she murmured, voice rougher than before.
Hannah moved first, stepping in from Jess’s other side, her body brushing close, her arm sliding around Jess’s waist. She kissed Jess’s cheek once, slow and deliberate, then pressed her lips against Jess’s jaw as Jess gasped, still kissing me.
Jess twisted, caught between us, her mouth dragging away from mine only to fall open when Hannah’s lips found the corner. Her breath came out in a broken moan, her head tipping back as she tried to take it all in.
My hand lifted, cupping her face, my thumb stroking the flushed heat of her cheek. Her eyes rolled open briefly, glazed and helpless.
Madison pushed the forgotten notebook aside, the pen rolling to the floor. She leaned forward, her hand resting on Jess’s thigh, her nails grazing bare skin where her shorts had ridden up. Jess jerked at the touch, her knees pressing together, but Madison’s fingers only lingered, firm and patient.
“God,” Jess breathed, her voice hoarse, catching on the word.
Hannah’s hand slid higher along Jess’s waist, her mouth dragging down Jess’s neck, teeth grazing skin. Jess twisted toward her with a desperate sound, her free hand grabbing blindly at Hannah’s arm, holding on.
I leaned in again, stealing her mouth back, my tongue pushing into hers, deep, rough, her moan spilling into me. She was frantic now, caught between us, her body thrumming like it remembered the river and couldn’t forget, not here, not anywhere.
Madison’s hand climbed higher, slipping under Jess’s tank, fingers brushing skin. Jess broke from my mouth, gasping, her head falling forward onto my shoulder. Madison’s eyes met mine across Jess’s body, sharp and gleaming, before she slid her hand higher still.
The kitchen filled with noise, our breaths ragged, Jess’s muffled whimpers, the scrape of her mug sliding off the counter and shattering on the linoleum. None of us flinched. The shards glittered on the floor like they belonged there.
Jess’s legs parted slightly as Madison’s hand coaxed them, her hips rolling just enough that her shorts tugged higher on her thighs. Hannah pressed her closer from the side, their bodies flush, her lips dragging across Jess’s ear.
“You missed us,” Hannah whispered, the words hot against her skin.
Jess shook her head weakly, but her body betrayed her, grinding against Madison’s hand.
“Yes,” Madison said, her voice firm, not asking. Her fingers pressed harder, Jess crying out as her body arched between us.
I held Jess steady, my hands gripping her hips, my mouth taking hers again, swallowing the sounds she couldn’t hold back. Her lips were wet, desperate, her tongue frantic against mine.
The kitchen shrank around us, the counters pressing in, the air thick with heat and memory. I wasn’t in control here, not anymore. They were steady, rooted, pulling me into their gravity, using Jess as the center of it.
Jess’s hand clawed at my chest, bunching my shirt. Her hips rocked helplessly, caught between Madison’s hand and Hannah’s grip. Her moans grew louder, sharper, breaking free of her even as she tried to choke them back.
Madison leaned closer, her lips brushing Jess’s shoulder, her teeth grazing skin as she worked her hand harder. Jess’s whole body trembled, her voice breaking into sobs of pleasure.
“Please, ” Jess gasped, the word spilling out without thought, without control.
“Say it,” Madison whispered, her voice low and sure.
Jess shook her head, her eyes squeezed shut, but another cry ripped out of her throat, and her body gave her away. She pressed forward, desperate, helpless, surrendering to it.
Hannah kissed her cheek again, her smile audible in her voice. “Don’t fight.”
Jess clutched me tighter, her body jerking as the wave hit her. Her breath came out in broken cries, her knees buckling. I held her up, her weight sagging into me, her lips still trying to find mine even through the shudders.
Madison finally eased her hand free, dragging it slow across Jess’s trembling stomach. Jess whimpered at the loss, sagging into me, her head buried in my neck.
The silence after was deafening. Just the hum of the fan, the throb of blood in my ears, Jess’s ragged breaths.
Hannah kissed Jess’s temple once, tender, before pulling back. Madison stepped away, grabbing another mug like she hadn’t just undone her completely, pouring more hot water as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Jess stayed against me, limp, her chest rising and falling like she’d run a mile. My arms locked around her, holding her up, my own body shaking from it.
Madison took a sip from her cup, eyes glinting over the rim. “Welcome to campus, Ross.”
Jess clung to me, still trembling from Madison’s hand, her breath hot against my neck. But it didn’t stop there, it couldn’t. Madison set her mug down, slow, deliberate, then stepped closer again, her hand sliding along Jess’s bare thigh, up under her shorts.
Jess whimpered, half-protest, half-plea, but didn’t pull away.
Hannah pressed in on Jess’s other side, her lips finding Jess’s shoulder, kissing down toward her collarbone. Jess’s head rolled back, exposing more of her neck, her mouth falling open as her eyes fluttered shut. She was lost again already, the memory of the river bleeding straight into this moment.
Madison tugged Jess’s shorts down over her hips, steady, unhurried. Jess gasped, her body jerking as the fabric slid down her thighs. I caught her mouth with mine, swallowing the sound, my hand gripping her waist hard enough to hold her still.
Hannah’s hands lifted Jess’s tank, baring the flat of her stomach, her lips trailing lower. Jess’s laugh broke sharp into my mouth, almost delirious, before twisting back into a moan.
Madison’s eyes flicked up to me once, sharp, steady, then dropped again as she pressed her fingers against Jess’s heat. Jess bucked instantly, the sound that ripped out of her raw and unguarded.
“Please, ” she gasped again, her voice cracking.
Hannah pulled the tank higher, stripping it over Jess’s head in one smooth motion. Jess was bare now, skin flushed, breasts rising and falling quick, sweat beading at her hairline. She didn’t cover herself, couldn’t. Her arms wrapped around my neck, holding on like she was drowning.
Madison worked her hand harder, faster, her lips parted as her eyes locked on Jess. She was entranced, her usual smirk gone, replaced by something distant, like she wasn’t in this room at all but in some other space only she could feel. Her breath came harder as Jess writhed against her hand, the sound of wet friction filling the kitchen.
Jess’s cries grew louder, helpless, her hips jerking, her body straining between us. Hannah’s mouth closed around one of her breasts, sucking hard, making Jess’s back arch. She screamed this time, high and broken, her nails clawing down my back through my shirt.
I kissed her again, bruising, stealing the sound, but it didn’t stop the way her body thrashed. Madison’s hand was relentless, Hannah’s mouth unyielding. Jess shattered, her whole body seizing, her cry muffled into my lips as she came undone.
Her weight sagged against me again, limp, but Madison didn’t stop. She pressed harder, grinding her palm against Jess’s clit, dragging her through it. Jess’s legs buckled, her sobs breaking into laughter, hysteria and pleasure tangled.
“Please, ” she begged, but her body begged louder.
Madison’s eyes never blinked, never softened. She was somewhere else, her lips parted, her breath harsh as though Jess’s orgasm was spilling through her too.
Hannah finally pulled back, her mouth wet, her eyes glazed. She licked her lips slow, dazed, as if she couldn’t quite believe herself.
Jess’s head lolled against my shoulder, her hair damp, her eyes half-shut.
I lifted her, carried her the few steps to the counter, setting her down on the cool laminate. She spread her legs without thinking, her body open, needy still, trembling but ready.
I unbuttoned my jeans, my hands shaking. Jess whimpered as I freed myself, her hand reaching down, wrapping around me weakly before I even touched her. Her grip was clumsy, desperate, her eyes glassy.
I pushed into her slow, the wet heat swallowing me inch by inch. Jess’s cry tore out of her, her nails digging into my shoulders.
Her body arched, her head falling back, mouth wide. She was gone, lost, her mind elsewhere, her body carrying her into it anyway.
I thrust deeper, harder, Jess clinging to me, sobbing and laughing all at once. Madison stepped closer, her hand tangling in Jess’s hair, forcing her face toward hers. She kissed her hard, possessive, while I drove into her. Jess moaned into Madison’s mouth, her hips rolling wild against me.
Hannah’s hand slid down between Jess’s thighs, her fingers circling Jess’s clit as I fucked her. Jess screamed into Madison, the sound tearing through the apartment walls.
Her body convulsed again, her orgasm ripping her apart. She broke from Madison’s mouth, gasping, her eyes wild, unfocused.
I couldn’t stop. I pounded into her harder, my hips slamming the counter, dishes rattling. Jess wrapped her legs around me, locking me in, pulling me deeper.
Madison kissed her neck, her shoulder, her chest, whispering low words I couldn’t hear. Hannah’s fingers never let up, merciless, rubbing her clit faster.
Jess convulsed again, another climax rolling through her, her scream raw and guttural this time. Her whole body shook, sweat dripping down her chest, her thighs trembling around me.
Her voice broke into sobs, moans, helpless sounds she couldn’t control.
I groaned, my head buried in her neck, my body straining as I slammed into her over and over. The heat, the tightness, the wet sound of it pushed me to the edge.
Jess cried out again, her voice ragged, her body jerking violently as she came a third time. Her nails ripped down my back, her thighs crushing my hips.
Hannah’s fingers slowed finally, wet with her, lifting away. Madison stepped back, her lips red, swollen, her chest rising hard, her eyes still distant.
Jess sagged against me, her chest heaving, her skin wet, her eyes glazed and half-shut. I kept moving inside her, slower now, dragging it out, my body trembling on the brink.
Her breath came hot in my ear. “Don’t stop,” she whispered, broken, desperate.
I groaned, thrusting harder again, her body clenching tight around me, milking me.
My release ripped through me sudden and violent, my groan muffled against her neck. I poured into her, my hips jerking, my body collapsing against hers.
Jess cried out again at the heat filling her, her arms wrapping around me, pulling me tighter.
The three of us stayed tangled there, Jess trembling, Madison staring, Hannah biting her lip, until the air itself seemed too thick to breathe.
Jess finally slumped, limp, her head on my shoulder, her chest still heaving. My cock softened inside her, the wet heat of it soaking us both.
Each girl stood still, Jess collapsed in my arms, Madison dazed with her lips parted, Hannah on the counter edge with her fingers still glistening, entranced, lost, as if each of them had drifted somewhere beyond themselves and hadn’t fully come back yet.
And I was still inside Jess, spent, trembling, my heart pounding against her chest.
Jess sagged heavy against me, her chest heaving, her breath catching on little aftershocks. I held her there, still buried in her, both of us sweating and trembling. Her fingers loosened from my shirt at last, her head lolling against my shoulder, strands of hair clinging to her flushed cheeks.
Madison stepped back, running a hand through her hair, eyes still glazed. She let out a shaky laugh, short and almost disbelieving. “Jesus.”
Hannah grinned, her lips swollen, and shook her head like she was trying to clear it. She hopped back onto the counter, grabbing her water bottle. She drank deep, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then laughed too, lighter this time, easy.
Jess shifted, whimpering softly as I pulled out of her, her body trembling with the loss. She collapsed back onto the counter, legs dangling, her chest rising and falling in quick little jerks. Her eyes were half-shut, lips parted, face slack with exhaustion.
Madison passed her a bottle of water, steadying her when she almost dropped it. Jess drank greedily, water spilling down her chin, dripping onto her chest. She laughed then, breathless, shaking her head, muttering, “God,” before gulping more.
Hannah chuckled, nudging her with a shoulder. “You’ll live.”
Madison took a long drink herself, then set the bottle down and pulled the notebook back across the counter. She glanced at the half-finished list and smirked. “We still need to figure out the groceries.”
Jess let out another breathless laugh, leaning back on her palms, her body still trembling. She shook her head like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
Hannah slid off the counter, brushing crumbs from her shorts, her grin widening. “Rice, pasta, soap. Don’t forget paper towels.”
Madison jotted it down, her handwriting neat and steady again, like her hand hadn’t just undone Jess completely.
Jess groaned, covered her face with one hand, then laughed again, muffled into her palm. Her other hand reached blindly for the water bottle, still trembling.
Hannah bent, scooped the broken mug shards into her palm, and tossed them into the trash. “We’re gonna need more mugs too,” she said over her shoulder, her voice casual.
Madison wrote it down.
The three of them moved easy now, laughing, drinking, nudging each other, already pulling back into their rhythm of lists and chatter and school.
I stood there, spent, my chest still pounding, watching them gather themselves like nothing had happened. My hands trembled, my body ached, and my head spun with the weight of what we’d just done.
They sipped water, smoothed their hair, straightened their clothes.
Jess slid off the counter slowly, her legs unsteady but her laugh light, almost shy. She pulled her shorts back up, tugged her tank over her head, and twisted her hair into a messy knot. Madison passed her another sip of water, then nudged her toward the couch with a grin.
Hannah was already back at the table, laptop open, tapping at the keys like she hadn’t just been on her knees a few minutes ago. Madison leaned over her shoulder, pointing something out, their voices quick and playful again. Jess curled onto the couch, sipping from the bottle, cheeks still flushed but her eyes steady now, watching the screen with them.
They were gathered there, bright, alive, laughing softly about course codes and professors, like the whole storm had been nothing more than a passing squall.
And I just stood by the counter, jeans still undone, shirt open, my hands trembling faintly. My body still rang from them, every nerve raw, the smell of sex thick in the air.
I pulled my jeans back into place, the zipper loud in the quiet between their chatter. None of them looked up. Madison was bent over Hannah’s screen, Jess laughing softly from the couch, all three of them already folded back into campus rhythm.
I muttered something, goodbye, maybe, or thanks. I’m not sure.
Jess’s eyes flicked toward me once, soft, unreadable, before dropping back to the glow of the laptop. Hannah’s fingers kept moving over the keys. Madison hummed in agreement with something Jess said about a class, already past me.
I opened the door. The hallway air hit cooler, stale with wax and dust. I stood there for a second, waiting for one of them to call me back.
So I stepped out, shut the door behind me, and walked away, the sound of their laughter fading into the hum of the building.
The sun had dropped lower by the time I stepped out of their building. The campus green was thick with students sprawled on the grass, voices rising, laughter sharp. I cut across the walkways, my head down, sweat still clinging under my shirt.
The noise pressed in from all sides, music spilling from open windows, the screech of a skateboard rolling past, a couple making out against a tree without caring who saw. It wasn’t my world. It was theirs.
I tried to eat in the cafeteria. Sat with a tray of food I barely touched, the smell of grease heavy in the air, the chatter of twenty conversations rattling against my skull. Groups leaned close together, swapping stories, their laughter ringing too loud. Jess’s laugh was buried in there somewhere. Hannah’s too. I shoved the tray aside and walked out.
The streets off campus were quieter, lined with old brick houses shaded by tall maples. I wandered them without aim, hands in my pockets, every step heavier than the last. Through open windows I caught flashes of lives in motion, music playing, TVs humming, couples cooking dinner together. I saw the shape of everything I’d walked away from at the river and realized I couldn’t step back into it.
By the time I found myself in front of their building again, the sky had gone deep blue. Jess was outside with two girls I didn’t know, books tucked against her chest, her hair pulled into a tight ponytail. She laughed at something one of them said, her head tipping back, teeth flashing in the glow of the streetlight. Normal. Whole. The image cut through me.
She caught my eye across the walk. The laugh died quick on her lips, color rising into her face. One of the girls tugged her arm, pulling her back toward the entrance, and she went without a word, slipping inside.
I stood there long after the door shut.
Later, Madison came down the steps, a stack of books in her arms, her stride steady. She spotted me leaning against the railing and smiled faintly, tilting her head.
“You don’t give up easy, do you?” she said, her voice low, teasing but not unkind.
I didn’t answer.
Her smirk deepened. She shifted the books in her arms, leaned close enough that I could smell her hair, sharp and sweet. “Try again tonight,” she whispered, and then she was gone, slipping into the night like she had somewhere better to be.
I stayed a while longer, then drifted down the block, through the lamplit streets. Bars buzzed with music and shouts. I didn’t go in. I kept walking, the sidewalks dappled with shadows from the maples, the air heavy with late summer.
Everywhere I looked, I saw them, Jess’s shy glance, Hannah’s grin, Madison’s knowing smirk, reflected in strangers passing, in windows glowing with student lives, in the echoes of laughter that followed me block to block.
By the time I turned back toward their building, night had swallowed the campus whole. Lights burned in a dozen windows, music pulsed faint through the walls. I climbed the stairs slow, my hand trailing along the rail, my pulse already hammering.
I knocked once.
The door opened fast. Jess stood there in shorts and a loose shirt, hair down now, eyes bright and wide. She laughed softly, breathless, like she’d been waiting even if she hadn’t admitted it to herself.
Behind her, Hannah sprawled on the couch with her phone, grinning when she saw me. Madison leaned against the table, arms folded, eyes glinting.
Jess stepped aside. “Come in,” she whispered.
The apartment was warmer now, the air heavier, smelling faintly of takeout and perfume. Jess shut the door behind me, her laugh still bubbling under her breath. Hannah dropped her phone onto the cushion beside her and stretched, grinning wide.
“Back already?” she teased. “Couldn’t stay away a whole day?”
Madison smirked, unfolding her arms. “Told you he’d come back tonight.”
Jess glanced at me, her lips tugging nervously, like she wanted to laugh but couldn’t quite hold it down. Her eyes caught mine, lingering too long, before she ducked her head.
I didn’t say anything. I didn’t need to.
Hannah sat up, patting the couch beside her. “Well, don’t just stand there like a ghost. Come on.”
Jess moved past me into the kitchen, pulling open a cabinet, then closing it again without taking anything out. Just moving, restless, her body tight with energy. Madison followed her, brushing her hand across Jess’s lower back as she passed, casual but claiming. Jess flinched faintly, then leaned into it, her blush bright.
Hannah’s voice cut through. “We were talking about who’s got class first tomorrow. Jess has the earliest. Poor thing.”
Jess rolled her eyes, her laugh soft, nervous. “Don’t remind me.”
Madison leaned against the counter, her eyes on me again. “Lucky for you, he doesn’t have class at all.”
Hannah giggled, hiding it in her hand.
The three of them laughed together then, easy, like the heaviness of the afternoon had never happened. But beneath it, the air was charged, their glances sharper, their bodies drifting too close.
Jess came back into the living room, standing behind the couch, her fingers gripping the edge. She looked at me once, long, then down at Hannah, who grinned up at her like she knew everything Jess was thinking.
I stepped forward.
The laughter faltered, the smiles lingering but their breaths quickening, the shift pulling us all tighter.
Madison’s voice dropped, low, certain. “Well,” she said, her lips curving slow, “we know why he came back.”
Jess’s cheeks flamed. Hannah’s grin widened.
Jess lingered behind the couch, her fingers white around the edge, her lips parted like she had something to say but couldn’t force it out. Hannah leaned back against the cushions, her grin bright, and tipped her head toward Jess.
“Don’t just hover there,” she teased. “You wanted him back as much as we did.”
Jess let out a small laugh, shaking her head too fast. “Shut up.”
Madison chuckled low, pushing off the counter. “She’s right, though.” She brushed past Jess on her way into the living room, her hand trailing over Jess’s hip as she went. Jess jerked slightly, her breath catching.
Hannah’s eyes cut to me, sharp with amusement. “So? What are you waiting for?”
That was all it took.
I moved around the couch, closing the space. Jess froze, her eyes locked on mine, her chest rising and falling quick. Her blush burned high, her lips trembling.
When I reached for her, she collapsed into me like she’d been waiting all day. Her mouth found mine hard, hungry, her fingers clawing at my shirt. Her laugh broke against my lips, half gasp, half surrender, before twisting into a moan.
Behind us, Hannah giggled, clapping her hands once like she’d won a bet. Madison just smirked, dropping into a chair, her eyes steady, satisfied.
Jess broke from the kiss only long enough to whisper, breathless: “Bedroom.”
I didn’t hesitate.
She grabbed my hand and pulled, nearly stumbling in her rush down the narrow hall. Her laugh rang out, shaky and desperate, before I slammed her against the first open door and kissed her again, harder this time, our bodies crashing together like we’d been holding back all day.
The door banged against the wall, rattling the frame, but Jess didn’t care. She pulled me into the room with both hands, her mouth crashing against mine again. Her laugh cracked through the kiss, nervous and wild, before breaking into a moan when I pressed her back against the door.
“God, ” she gasped, fingers fisting my shirt.
I caught her wrists, pinning them above her head, my mouth moving down her neck. She arched under me, her breath shaking, her chest pressed hard into mine.
“You wanted this,” I said against her skin.
Her laugh trembled, desperate, her voice high. “Yes, ”
I ground into her, hard, making her cry out. Her shorts rode high up her thighs, her tank twisted under my hands. She bucked against me, frantic, as if she’d been waiting all day for this.
I dragged her to the bed, tossing her back onto the sheets. She sprawled there, breathless, her hair a mess across the pillow, her eyes wide and hungry.
I yanked her shorts down, stripping them off, her panties with them. She lifted her hips, helping, gasping when I spread her legs wide.
“Ross, ” she whimpered, biting her lip, her chest heaving.
I shoved my jeans down, my cock aching, and climbed over her. She grabbed for me, wrapping her legs tight around my hips, pulling me in.
The first push tore a cry out of her throat, sharp and raw. Her nails raked down my back as I buried myself deep, her body clenching hard around me.
“Fuck,” she gasped, her eyes squeezing shut, her head rolling back.
I drove into her, hard, relentless, her cries breaking with every thrust. The bed creaked, the headboard knocking the wall, her laughter slipping through her moans like she couldn’t believe it was happening again.
“Yes, yes, ” she choked out, her hips grinding up to meet mine.
I pinned her wrists again, pounding her deeper, her body arching and jerking under me. Sweat ran from our skin, the sheets twisting beneath us, her voice sharp and ragged in my ear.
Her laugh came again, delirious, tumbling into a scream as she shattered, her whole body seizing tight around me. She sobbed through it, gasping my name, her thighs crushing my hips.
I didn’t stop. I fucked her through it, harder, her body convulsing, her cries turning frantic, broken. She begged, breathless, shaking her head even as she pulled me deeper.
Her second climax ripped through her harder, her scream muffled into my shoulder. She clung to me, nails digging deep, legs locked around me as if she’d never let me go.
I groaned, thrusting harder, my own release tearing through me sudden and violent. I emptied into her with a roar, my body shaking, collapsing over her as she trembled beneath me.
We lay there tangled, both gasping, sweat soaking the sheets. Jess laughed again, soft, delirious, pressing her face into my neck.
Her voice came muffled, shaky. “You shouldn’t have come back.”
But her arms tightened around me as she said it.
Jess lay sprawled across the bed, chest heaving, her body trembling, hair plastered to her temples. I pulled free of her slowly, her moan breaking at the loss, her fingers clawing for me even as her eyes fluttered shut.
The hallway outside was dim, the carpet rough under my bare feet. The air carried laughter, low and muffled, and the faint creak of another door opening.
Hannah leaned against her doorway, her grin wide, her eyes gleaming in the glow of the desk lamp behind her. She wore a loose t-shirt that slipped off one shoulder, her bare legs crossed at the ankle, her hair tumbling in messy waves.
“Took you long enough,” she teased, her voice warm, mocking but eager.
I didn’t answer. I grabbed her wrist, pulling her into the room, slamming the door behind us. Her laugh burst out, bright, before my mouth crushed hers.
She kissed back hard, teeth clashing, her tongue pushing against mine, her giggle vibrating between us. Her fingers tangled in my hair, tugging, playful even as her body pressed tight against mine.
“God, yes,” she laughed against my mouth, her breath hot, frantic.
I pushed her back onto the bed, her legs spreading easily, welcoming. She pulled the t-shirt off in one smooth motion, tossing it aside, baring her breasts, her nipples hard already. She cupped them in her hands, grinning up at me.
“Like what you see?” she taunted, biting her lip.
I growled, ripping my jeans down again, my cock still hard, aching from Jess. Hannah licked her lips, her eyes lighting up as she watched me stroke it once before shoving her panties aside.
“Come on,” she urged, wiggling her hips, laughing again when I grabbed her thighs and dragged her closer to the edge of the bed.
I pushed into her fast, hard, her gasp sharp before turning into another burst of laughter. She clawed at my shoulders, wrapping her legs tight around me, her nails dragging lines down my back.
“Harder,” she moaned, then giggled, her head tossing back against the pillow. “God, Ross, don’t hold back.”
I didn’t. I slammed into her, my hips snapping fast, the sound of our bodies colliding filling the room. Her laughter turned ragged, broken by moans, her grin wide even as she cried out.
“Yes, fuck yes,” she gasped, her hands grabbing fistfuls of the sheets, her back arching.
I flipped her onto her stomach, dragging her hips up, thrusting into her from behind. She shrieked with laughter, wild and breathless, her hair falling into her face as she pushed back against me.
“God, you’re, fucking, insane,” she gasped between cries, her body jerking with each thrust.
Her climax hit sudden, loud, her laugh twisting into a scream, her body convulsing around me. She collapsed forward onto the bed, shaking, still giggling through ragged breaths as I drove into her harder.
“Don’t stop, don’t you dare, ” she cried, her voice breaking.
I grabbed her hips, pulling her back into me, fucking her through another orgasm, her laughter muffled in the sheets, her cries spilling out louder each time.
When I finally came, it ripped out of me hard, spilling deep into her, my groan muffled into her back. She shrieked, laughing even as she trembled around me, her body quaking until we both collapsed onto the bed in a heap.
Hannah rolled onto her side, sweat-soaked and smiling, her eyes half-shut. “Worth the wait,” she murmured, her giggle soft and satisfied.
Hannah lay sprawled across the sheets, her giggles tapering into soft, breathless hums as her chest rose and fell. I pulled free of her, aching, my cock still hard, my body shaking with the need that hadn’t burned out yet.
The hallway air was cooler, but it did nothing to settle me. Another door was open down the hall, the light dim, warm, waiting.
Madison stood there in the frame, leaning one shoulder against it, her hair loose around her face, her arms folded under her breasts. She wore nothing but black panties, her skin glowing in the lamp’s light, her eyes steady, sharp.
Her smirk was gone.
I stepped toward her, my body still humming, wet with Jess, with Hannah, with need. Madison didn’t move until I was right in front of her. Then she reached up, sliding her fingers into my hair, tugging my head down to hers.
Her kiss wasn’t frantic, not playful, it was slow, deliberate, claiming. She breathed me in, her mouth firm, her tongue pushing deep, setting the rhythm herself.
I grabbed her hips, trying to drag her close, but she resisted, holding me just shy, making me work for it.
“You’re our’ now,” she whispered against my mouth, her breath hot. “Not the other way around.”
I growled, pushing her back into the room, slamming the door shut with my heel. She laughed softly, not Hannah’s bright giggle, not Jess’s nervous laugh, but something darker, lower, vibrating with control.
She let me shove her onto the bed, but when I climbed over her, she flipped fast, pinning me to the mattress. Her nails dug into my chest, her hair falling over her face as she straddled me, her panties sliding against my cock.
“Madison, ” I groaned, grabbing her hips.
She ground down hard, slow circles, her eyes locked on mine. “Say it,” she demanded.
My chest heaved, my hands clawing at her hips. “Yours.”
Her smirk returned, sharp and dangerous. “Good boy.”
She rose, pulling her panties aside, and sank down on me in one smooth, brutal motion. My cry tore out of me, her name tangled in it, as her body swallowed me whole.
Madison rode me steady, hard, each thrust calculated, relentless. She didn’t laugh, didn’t cry out, her breaths came sharp, controlled, her eyes burning into mine. She was in control even as I thrust up into her, even as my hands dug into her ass, even as my groans filled the room.
“Harder,” she hissed, leaning down to bite my neck, her teeth sharp, her nails raking my chest.
I obeyed, slamming into her from below, the bedframe rattling. Her breath finally broke into a ragged moan, her control slipping as her hips bucked harder, faster.
“Fuck, yes,” she gasped, her head tossing back, her hair spilling down her back. “Don’t stop, don’t you dare, ”
I gripped her waist, driving into her with everything left in me. She cried out, her composure shattering, her body jerking as her orgasm ripped through her. She screamed my name, raw and broken, her walls clenching tight around me.
I roared with her, thrusting harder, my climax tearing out of me, spilling deep inside her. She collapsed onto my chest, trembling, her breath hot against my skin.
For a long moment, neither of us moved. Just the sound of our gasps, the creak of the bed, the hum of the building around us.
Then Madison laughed low, breathless, her lips brushing my ear. “Told you,” she whispered. “You’re such a pushover.”
The room was hot, the sheets damp with sweat. Madison’s breath still warmed my chest where she lay slumped, but I eased her off me, sliding out from under her. She murmured something, not words, and rolled onto her side.
I pulled my jeans halfway up and stepped into the hall. Jess’s door was shut tight, no sound behind it. Hannah’s too, the faint glow of her lamp visible through the gap under the door. Madison’s door clicked softly shut as I pulled it closed behind me.
The apartment was quiet except for the fan in the kitchen, pushing stale air around. I opened the fridge, grabbed a bottle of water, and leaned against the counter. The cool plastic dripped condensation onto my palm.
The place looked ordinary again, laptops stacked neatly on the table, notebooks fanned out with highlighters scattered, a calendar pinned crooked on the wall with deadlines circled in red. Their mugs from earlier still sat by the sink.
I drank, the cold biting down my throat, and looked around at the clutter of their lives. It wasn’t my world. It was theirs, school, friends, classes, routines. They were in the middle of it, grounded, busy, moving forward.
And me? I was just the man who had come back from the river, chasing something I couldn’t own.
The water went down in gulps, but it didn’t ease the dry hollow in my chest.
I left the half-empty bottle on the counter. No one came out. No one stirred.
My bag sat by the door where I’d dropped it earlier. I bent, zipped it shut as quietly as I could, and slung it over my shoulder. The keys in my pocket felt heavier than they should.
I eased the door open, careful not to let it click too loud behind me. The hallway was empty, the carpet muffling my steps. No music now, no voices, just the faint hum of fluorescent lights overhead.
Outside, the campus was still. The lamps along the paths threw pale pools of light, but everything else was shadows, dorm windows dark, trees whispering faint in the night breeze. My footsteps echoed sharper than I wanted on the cracked pavement.
I crossed the quad, past the empty benches and silent buildings, the weight of it pressing down. It wasn’t the river’s silence. This was different, static, heavy, not alive.
My car sat alone at the far edge of the lot, shadowed by overhanging branches. I slid inside, shut the door without turning on the dome light, and started the engine low. The headlights cut across the asphalt, sweeping empty rows.
I rolled out slow, under cover of darkness, the campus shrinking in my mirrors until it was gone.
The road out of town was empty, only the occasional streetlight sweeping across the windshield. I kept the headlights low, the hum of the tires steady beneath me, the dark fields slipping past in silence.
The night gave me room to think, and it all came rushing in.
I saw them as they’d first arrived, bright and laughing, all careless energy spilling onto the dock. Jess shy but curious, Hannah bold from the start, Madison steady with that knowing edge. I remembered how they’d looked at me that first day, how quickly they’d made the boat their own.
The river had wrapped around us, isolating everything. Out there, the world shrank to water and trees and heat. They’d stripped off the layers of themselves, books and classes, campus chatter, all of it, until it was just skin, sweat, mouths, laughter. And me, pulling them in, one after another, like I’d found a new current and let it drag me.
It had felt endless, a season suspended, where the rules bent and the only thing that mattered was the pull between us. Their legs dangling over the side of the boat, their clothes drying on the rail, the heat of their bodies under the stars.
But it hadn’t been endless. I knew that now.
In their apartment, it was different. Solid ground. Their territory. They weren’t the same girls who had shown up at the river wide-eyed and reckless. They were anchored again, steady, moving forward with lives I couldn’t touch. Tonight had been wild, yes, but even in the middle of it, I’d felt the drift. They weren’t mine. Maybe they never had been.
The headlights cut a long stretch of empty highway. I gripped the wheel tighter, the hum of the engine filling the silence where their laughter used to be.
I’d thought solitude was my strength. The river, the boat, the quiet. But the truth was sharper now: I’d been changed. The stillness no longer filled me. Without them, it only echoed.
By the time the first glint of water showed through the trees, I already knew. The river would always be there, steady and patient. But the girls? They were gone in a way that mattered.
I turned down the gravel road to the wharf, the tires crunching, the night air cooler through the cracked window. The boat waited in the dark, rocking faintly in its berth, the same as it had been before they came. The same, but I wasn’t.
The gravel crunched under my boots as I swung the trunk out of the back seat. It felt heavier than when I’d packed it, the straps cutting into my palm as I dragged it across the wharf. The night smelled of river water and pine, cool and moist.
The boat rocked gently at its mooring, the lines creaking against the cleats. I stood there a moment, the trunk at my feet, staring at the deck in the dark. Empty. Waiting. The same as before they’d ever stepped onto it.
I bent to lift the bag, to haul it aboard, when the low rumble of an engine rolled down the road behind me. I froze, turning.
A car pulled up, tires crunching, engine idling. Inside, three silhouettes shifted, heads close together. The windows rolled down, laughter spilling out, sharp and bright against the quiet night.
“Hey, sorry,” a voice called, young, unsure. “We’re lost. Map says there’s a camping ground out here somewhere?”
I stood by the trunk, the boat behind me, the car in front, the headlights flooding the wharf in pale gold.
Three girls in the seats, wide-eyed and waiting for me to tell them something. I turned to look again behind me. The light flooded over me, over the boat, over the dark river stretching away behind it into nothing.
I turned back to the three girls waiting with expectation on all their faces.
“Campground closed already for the season,” I said.
Their faces sank. “What are we going to do?” the blonde one in the passenger seat said up to me with the most plaintive, yearning eyes.
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