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The sun vanished below the tree line, the last shards of gold light bleeding up into deepening blue. The top deck of the houseboat was quiet again, the air thick with leftover heat and tension.
Madison lay sprawled across the planks like she’d just lost a boxing match, one arm over her eyes, the other dramatically flung toward her drink. Her soaked shorts clung to her like shrink wrap. Hannah and Jess pelted her with mock shame and accusations, but the edge of nervous laughter had dulled.
Jess hadn’t said much since. She sat cross-legged near the railing, sipping slowly, her fingers twitching at the hem of her sundress. She kept smoothing it down her thighs, even when it wasn’t riding up. That quiet, internal tremble had returned to her shoulders, the one Ross remembered from their first weekend. The one that meant more than anything she said out loud.
"Alright," she finally said, placing her glass down too carefully. “Let’s get it over with.”
Madison rolled onto her elbow. “Already surrendering?”
Jess didn’t answer. She stood up in one graceful movement, brushing invisible dust from her dress like she was prepping for an interview, not climbing onto a man’s lap in front of her two closest friends. Ross laid back again, hands behind his head, as per the rules.
“You scared yet?” Madison teased, toeing Jess’s shin.
Jess raised a single eyebrow. “Of course not. I’m just better than you.”
She stepped over him deliberately, lifting her sundress just enough to clear her knees. The hem slipped high on her thighs, revealing a flash of pale skin and the curve of lace panties before she lowered herself onto his lap. Light. Precise. Like she’d rehearsed it in her head.
The air changed immediately.
Her body was smaller than Madison’s, but somehow hotter. Sharper. The heat coming off her thighs poured straight through the thin cotton of Ross’s shorts and into him like electricity. She didn’t settle all the way at first, just hovered, then carefully sank until her full weight pressed into his lap, square over his cock.
Ross gritted his teeth behind a lazy grin. His breathing was fine. It was his pulse that gave him away.
Jess planted her hands gently on his ribs for balance, her fingers feather-light. She gave him a tight smile, cheeks flushed already.
“Hands up,” Hannah said sternly.
Jess lifted them obediently, arms stiff like she was being frisked, but her hips stayed planted.
“See?” she said lightly. “No touching.”
“Just straddling,” Madison said under her breath.
Ross stared up at the sky, jaw clenched. Jess’s panties were damp. He could feel it through both layers. Not soaked like Madison’s had been, but humid. Charged.
Jess tried to sit taller, straighter, like posture alone could save her, but her knees shifted slightly wider, trying to redistribute the pressure. All it did was spread her heat further across his lap, making Ross’s cock strain so hard against his waistband he thought the elastic might snap.
Jess exhaled through her nose. Sharp. Controlled. But her hips rocked half an inch forward.
Madison cackled. “You felt that? I felt that from here.”
“I’m adjusting,” Jess snapped, a little too quick. Her voice cracked.
“No talking to him,” Hannah reminded her, arms crossed.
Jess shut her mouth. Her eyes dropped to Ross’s chest and stayed there.
He could feel the twitch in her thighs. She was fighting her own muscles now, fighting instinct. Every time she tried to freeze herself solid, her body betrayed her. A shift of weight. A slide of lace. A clench of her hips around him.
The tension wasn’t funny anymore. It was dense. Heavy.
Jess blinked fast. “Is it hot up here?” she asked no one in particular. “Like, seriously hot?”
Ross didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Her panties were pressed directly against his cock, every heartbeat sending a jolt up his spine.
“Okay, I’m done,” Jess said quickly, too quickly. She started to rise.
“Uh uh,” Hannah said. “Five minutes. That was two.”
Jess groaned. She sank back down, but this time the contact was more direct, more desperate. She tried to sit still but ended up grinding forward half an inch. Her breath caught.
Ross’s cock pulsed up into her. She flinched.
Madison pointed. “There it is. Right there.”
“I’m not doing anything,” Jess said, breathless. “He moved.”
“Oh, sure. Blame the man,” Hannah deadpanned.
Jess looked down at Ross, her face right above his. Her eyes were wide, pupils blown. Her breathing was short now, shallow, her chest rising visibly. The hem of her sundress had climbed halfway up her hips. Lace panties tight, stretched, a darkened patch blooming beneath her.
Ross stared at the sky like it held the answer to anything.
Jess rocked again, unconsciously. Then caught herself and froze.
Silence.
Then a gasp, sharp and real.
It escaped her before she could trap it. Everyone heard it.
Hannah leaned in. “She’s gone. That’s it.”
Jess’s cheeks lit up like coals. She bit down hard on her lip and sat rigid, hands now fisted against her thighs, trying to will herself back into control.
But it was too late. Her whole body was trembling, hips twitching against Ross’s lap in tiny, helpless pulses.
Madison crossed her arms. “You’re soaked already. Admit it.”
Jess’s breath hitched again.
“I . . . ” she tried to say something, but her voice broke.
Then came the look, panicked, ashamed, and wild. She stood up suddenly, sundress dropping around her thighs, but not soon enough. Everyone saw the wet stain.
She turned away, brushing hair from her face with trembling fingers.
Hannah let out a long breath. “You okay?”
Jess nodded too fast, not facing them. “Fine.”
Madison softened. “Jess . . . ”
But Jess didn’t turn around. “I just need a minute.”
She disappeared down the ladder into the boat, her bare feet slapping wood.
The deck went silent.
Ross still hadn’t moved. His cock was rock hard and leaking into his shorts, his hands still behind his head like nothing happened. But everything had.
Hannah knelt beside him. “That was . . .  intense.”
Madison sat cross-legged near his feet, eyes still on the hatch Jess had vanished through. “I didn’t think she’d lose it like that.”
Ross finally exhaled. “She didn’t lose it. She almost won.”
“No,” Hannah said, quietly. “She lost. She’s just not ready to admit it.”
They sat for a while in the quiet, the sky above fully indigo now. The river below whispered against the hull. Madison lay back again, this time not joking. Hannah leaned against Ross’s side but didn’t touch him.
After a long stretch of silence, Madison spoke, voice low. “We shouldn’t have done this.”
“We didn’t do anything,” Hannah said.
Ross didn’t say a word.
Another pause. Then Hannah rose slowly and followed Jess down into the cabin. Madison stayed behind, glancing sideways at Ross.
“You okay?” she asked, quieter this time.
He gave a faint nod. “Yeah.”
“You didn’t move,” she said. “That was . . .  kinda impressive.”
He chuckled once, dry. “Not from this side.”
Madison smiled faintly, then lay back down. “She’ll be fine.”
He wasn’t sure who she meant, Jess, or herself.
And he didn’t ask.
The hum of the river was the only sound left when Hannah came back up.
She didn’t say anything at first, just padded barefoot across the deck, her sweatshirt sleeves pushed up to her elbows, her face unreadable. Jess was still below. Madison looked up from where she sat cross-legged against the railing, but didn’t speak either. It was like everyone had agreed to a temporary ceasefire.
Ross sat where he had been all evening, legs outstretched, arms behind his head, the pressure in his lap still raging, the echo of Jess’s body still printed across him like a heat stain.
Hannah stood over him.
“I guess it’s my turn now,” she said.
Madison raised her eyebrows. “You sure?”
Hannah gave a slight nod. “We said we would. All of us.”
Ross didn’t move. “You don’t have to.”
Hannah looked down at him for a long moment, then lowered herself carefully into his lap.
It wasn’t like with Madison. And it definitely wasn’t like with Jess.
She didn’t grind or bounce or squirm.
She just settled. Slowly. Deliberately. Like she was taking a seat beside an old friend, not straddling a man she’d once kissed in the dark, half-naked on a boat with no one around for miles.
Her thighs framed his. Her hands folded neatly in her lap. Her back was straight, her face calm. For the first few seconds, it was as if nothing was happening.
But Ross could feel her weight. The heat of her. The softness of her. The way her body aligned against his, perfectly, completely, silently.
His cock, already strained from Jess, didn’t relax. It only pulsed harder, pinned now beneath Hannah’s steady warmth.
She didn’t move. Not an inch.
But her eyes locked on his.
She didn’t look away.
The silence stretched.
Madison watched them, suddenly fidgeting. “Is it weird I feel like I shouldn’t be here?”
Hannah didn’t answer.
Ross swallowed. “You don’t have to do this, you know.”
“I know,” Hannah said. Her voice was even. But her cheeks had flushed pink.
“You’re allowed to change your mind,” he said.
Hannah looked out across the river. “It’s not that.”
Ross said nothing. He kept his arms behind his head, resisting every urge to shift, adjust, react.
“I just . . . ” Hannah’s voice trailed off. She was staring at the water now, but her hips hadn’t moved. “You ever feel like something is about to happen, and you don’t know if it’s going to be good or bad, but either way, you’ll never go back after it?”
He looked at her. “Yeah.”
She nodded slightly. “That’s how this feels.”
Ross stayed quiet. He could feel her breathing now, steady but shallow. She was still sitting perfectly upright, but her thighs had begun to press tighter against his. Not moving. Just compressing. Just holding.
“I keep trying to tell myself that it was just one weekend,” she said, still staring out. “That it didn’t mean anything.”
Madison didn’t speak. She had pulled her legs up and was hugging her knees.
“But I think I knew it did,” Hannah said. “Even then.”
Ross exhaled. He didn’t expect that. And it sank into him harder than anything Madison or Jess had said.
“I’m scared of how easy it felt,” she added.
Her voice was soft now. Almost a whisper.
Ross wanted to put his hand on her back. Or her hip. Or her thigh. Something to feel her. Something to say: I hear you. I felt it too.
But he couldn’t move. That was the rule.
Instead, he said, “Why are you telling me this now?”
Hannah finally looked at him again. Her face was still calm, but her eyes shimmered. “Because I don’t think I can do this again.”
She didn’t mean the game.
Ross’s mouth went dry. “You mean us being together.”
Hannah nodded once. “It messes with my head. I want it. But I know I shouldn’t.”
He looked at her, the way she was sitting so straight, like posture was the only thing holding her together.
“Are you saying this is goodbye?” he asked quietly.
Hannah bit her lip. Then, without warning, she slid off his lap.
Not a word.
She walked to the railing and leaned out on it, both palms flat, her back to them. The sweatshirt bunched up above her waistband, revealing a sliver of pale skin at the base of her spine.
Madison didn’t say anything. Just looked from Ross to Hannah and back again.
After a long minute, Hannah spoke again.
“I didn’t lose,” she said, without turning around. “I didn’t grind or moan or leak all over you. I didn’t even move.”
“You didn’t,” Ross said.
“But it still felt like I lost something.”
The quiet deepened.
Madison stood slowly and crossed the deck. She stood beside Hannah, but didn’t touch her. Just leaned forward, resting her own arms on the railing.
“We didn’t think it would go this far,” Madison said.
“I know.”
“She still likes you,” Madison added, voice lower.
“I know,” Ross said again, but it didn’t make him feel better. It made him feel like shit.
“I’m not sure she can handle it,” Madison said.
Ross looked at her. “Can you?”
Madison gave him a crooked smile. “Nope.”
She turned away, headed for the stairs down into the cabin, then paused.
“She really didn’t lose the game,” Madison said. “But maybe it’s because she wasn’t playing.”
Then she disappeared below deck.
Ross stayed on the top deck alone, the river glinting dark gold beneath a rising moon.
Hannah still hadn’t turned around.
And Ross didn’t know if he should go to her, or let her stay there in the dark with whatever she was trying not to feel.
No one spoke at dinner.
They’d brought the plates below deck, lit a few tea candles on the table, and passed the food around in stiff silence. Even Madison had gone quiet. She picked at her pasta like she wasn’t really tasting it, her gaze flitting between Hannah and Jess.
Hannah was the worst. She barely touched her food. Kept saying she wasn’t hungry. She sat cross-legged in the corner of the bench seat, oversized sweatshirt wrapped around her knees, hair pulled into a bun she’d twisted herself without a mirror. She wasn’t making eye contact with anyone, not even Ross.
Jess, to her credit, tried. She cracked a couple jokes, brought up something about classes starting soon, but the timing was off. Every attempt dropped into the air like a stone. Nobody wanted to talk about school. Not tonight.
Ross just ate slowly, watching, listening. He didn’t know what role he was supposed to play now, host, adult, friend, mistake. He wasn’t sure any of those fit anymore. The game had changed. Maybe it wasn’t even a game anymore.
By the time they finished, the mood was flat. No one reached for drinks. No one suggested a swim.
“I think I’ll go read a bit,” Hannah said, standing up and carrying her plate to the sink. “Up top.”
“You want company?” Jess asked gently.
Hannah shook her head, not unkindly. “No. I’m okay.”
She didn’t look at Ross when she said it.
They heard her steps on the ladder, then the creak of the deck boards above. The sliding door shut with a soft finality.
Madison stood next. “I’m going to shower,” she said. “I kind of smell like deck stain and hormones.”
She left her plate and disappeared into the back. Water started running. Jess started clearing dishes quietly, loading the small sink without asking for help.
Ross hovered nearby.
“You okay?” he asked her.
Jess didn’t look up. “That’s the wrong question.”
“What’s the right one?”
Jess paused. Then: “Is she okay.”
Ross leaned on the counter. “I don’t think she is.”
Jess scrubbed a fork slowly, eyes on the running water. “We thought we could handle it. Coming back here. Pretending it didn’t matter. That it was just a fluke.”
Ross nodded once. “But it wasn’t.”
Jess shook her head. “It’s never just a fluke with girls like us.”
That surprised him. He expected sarcasm. Instead, her voice was low and flat. Honest.
Jess set the fork down and turned off the tap.
“I’m gonna go dry off on the swim deck,” she said, drying her hands on a towel. “It’s too hot down here.”
Ross didn’t follow right away. He gave her space, wiped the table slowly, stacked the remaining dishes, checked the coffee pot just to kill time. When he finally came out, the stars had spread full across the sky like silver sand.
Jess was sitting at the very back edge, legs over the water, dress loose around her thighs, hair down. She looked like a painting, shoulders backlit by moonlight, bare feet dangling just inches above the slow, whispering current.
He sat beside her.
She didn’t move.
After a long silence, she said, “You think she meant it? About not coming back?”
Ross didn’t answer right away. “Yeah. I think she did.”
Jess nodded slowly. “It’ll break her.”
“She thinks it’ll save her.”
Jess sighed, long and soft. “You’re different from the guys our age, you know.”
Ross chuckled dryly. “Because I can’t keep up or because I don’t send memes during sex?”
She smirked, but didn’t laugh. “Because you see us. Not just our bodies. The way you look at us, it’s like we’re people.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You are people.”
“Most guys don’t act like it.”
Ross looked out at the water. “And that’s why this is so dangerous.”
Jess turned her head toward him. Her hair moved in the breeze, brushing his shoulder.
“Because you’re not just fucking us,” she said. “You make us feel real.”
He looked back at her, and for once, she didn’t drop her gaze.
“I’m not trying to,” he said. “Not on purpose.”
“I know.”
She leaned her head onto his shoulder. He let her.
“I don’t regret what happened,” she said quietly.
Ross stayed still. “Me neither.”
“But I also know it broke something.”
She didn’t specify what. And he didn’t ask.
The water below made soft sounds against the boat. The stars blinked slowly. The moment stretched, soft and fragile.
Jess lifted her head after a while.
“Would it be okay if I kissed you again?” she asked.
Ross looked at her. Really looked.
“Are you asking me,” he said, “or telling yourself you’re still in control?”
Jess smiled faintly. “Both.”
She leaned in and kissed him, slow, hesitant at first, then deeper. Her lips were soft, but insistent. She pressed her hand to his jaw, pulling him in just enough. Not like last time. Not frantic. Not teasing. Just a kiss.
When she pulled back, her cheeks were flushed again. But she didn’t look away.
“I’m still not going to sit on you again,” she said.
Ross smiled. “Noted.”
They sat like that a while longer. Then Jess stood up, stretched, and ran her hand down the front of her dress like smoothing herself back into place.
She stepped toward the sliding door, then paused and looked back.
“Get some sleep,” she said.
Ross stayed on the deck after she went inside, watching the river slide by in the dark.
He didn’t know what was coming next.
But he knew nothing was going back.
The boat creaked softly in the dark, shifting on its mooring with the slow rhythm of the river. From up on the top deck came the sound of someone turning over in the hammock, probably Hannah. Below, the little cabin glowed faintly with the spill of moonlight through the blinds.
Ross lay in bed beneath a thin sheet, eyes open, jaw tight.
Sleep wasn’t coming.
Not with his cock still semi-hard from Jess’s kiss. Not with Hannah’s voice echoing in his skull. “I don’t think I can do this again.”
He didn’t know what this was anymore.
A quiet creak at the foot of the stairs.
Then a shadow. Small. Barefoot.
Jess.
She wore an oversized t-shirt, probably his, and nothing else. Her legs caught the moonlight, smooth and pale. She hesitated at the bottom step.
“I couldn’t sleep,” she whispered.
Ross sat up slowly. “Jess . . . ”
“I just want to talk,” she said, already stepping closer. “I promise.”
He didn’t stop her. He didn’t believe her, either.
She crawled onto the bed, pulling her legs under her, sitting at his side. She faced him, eyes shining, hair loose down her back.
“We messed everything up, didn’t we,” she said.
Ross didn’t reply.
Jess looked down. “I don’t want Hannah to hate me.”
“She doesn’t,” Ross said.
“She will if she finds out.”
“She won’t.”
Jess bit her lip. “What if I want her to?”
That struck him more oddly than he expected.
“I’m tired of pretending this was just a fluke,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “We’re not kids playing games. Not anymore.”
“You made a vow.”
“I lied.”
She leaned in again. He didn’t stop her.
This kiss was hotter. Her hand came to his chest, fingers splayed. Her knee brushed his thigh. He could smell her now, clean skin, heat, and something desperate.
Ross broke the kiss. “Jess, ”
She pressed her finger to his lips. “Please don’t tell me to stop if you don’t mean it.”
“I don’t want you to regret this.”
“I won’t.”
But she hesitated. Something flickered in her. Her hand dropped from his chest. She looked down.
“I’m scared,” she said.
He brushed her hair back, gently. “Of what?”
“That I’ll want all of you,” she said. “Not just this.”
That, more than anything, made him pause.
Because he wasn’t sure what he wanted anymore, either.
Jess slid into his lap, not straddling this time, just curling up sideways, her legs over his, her cheek to his shoulder. Like she just wanted to be held. He wrapped an arm around her and leaned back against the wall.
They stayed like that. Warm. Close.
Then her fingers slid under the edge of the sheet.
“Jess . . . ”
“I just want to touch you,” she whispered. “That’s all.”
She wasn’t asking. She was already doing it.
Her hand found him, hard and hot beneath the cotton. She palmed him gently, then wrapped her fingers around the base and squeezed. Ross groaned softly, involuntarily.
Her mouth found his neck.
“I think about you,” she whispered. “I think about what it felt like last time. What it would feel like if I didn’t stop this time.”
Her hand moved slower now, up and down, coaxing him to full length.
“I know I’m not supposed to,” she said, “but you don’t make it easy.”
He held her tighter, breathing harder.
“You’re going to make me come,” he said.
“I know.”
Her hand didn’t stop.
And neither of them said another word.
The river was still when Ross woke.
Thin light crept in through the blinds, filtering across the wood-paneled walls. The air was cool, the kind of early morning chill that seeps in just before the heat returns. Jess was gone.
Only the faint scent of her shampoo lingered on the pillow beside him.
He sat up slowly, groggy and sore, but not from sleep. His boxers were damp, the sheet bunched around his waist. The ache in his hips told him everything he needed to know about the night before.
No penetration. No thrusting. But definitely not nothing.
The guilt wasn’t sharp. Just heavy.
He pulled on shorts, washed his face at the sink, and climbed up to the top deck, expecting silence.
But Hannah was there.
Sitting alone at the edge with her legs pulled up, her arms around her shins. She wore the same sweatshirt as the night before, hood up. She didn’t look at him when he stepped out.
“Did you sleep?” Ross asked.
“Some.”
He moved beside her, leaving space. The river below reflected a pale wash of dawn. Mist hovered above the surface.
“I figured you’d left,” she said after a minute.
“Thought about it.”
“You should have.”
Ross rubbed his jaw. “Because of last night?”
“Because of all of it.”
He looked at her. Her knees were bare. Her hands gripped them tight.
“I know what Jess did,” she said.
Ross flinched.
“She didn’t tell me,” Hannah added. “She didn’t have to.”
He waited.
“She came back down at like three a.m. Her face was red. Her walk was different. And she wouldn’t look at me.”
Ross stared out at the water.
“I’m not mad at her,” Hannah said. “I knew it would happen eventually.”
“You said you couldn’t do this again.”
“I can’t,” she said. “But I also can’t stop.”
Silence.
Then she said, “I thought maybe if I pulled back, you’d pull back too. Like it’d make the whole thing fade.”
“It didn’t.”
“No,” she said. “It didn’t.”
Ross turned toward her. “What do you want from me, Hannah?”
She met his eyes. “Honesty.”
He nodded slowly. “Okay.”
She breathed in. “If I asked you to kiss me right now, would you?”
He didn’t answer.
That was enough.
“I don’t know what we are to you,” she said. “I don’t even know what we are to each other anymore. But I know how I felt when I saw you again. And I know how I feel now.”
Ross kept his voice steady. “Tell me.”
“Like I’m hanging off the edge of something,” she said. “And every time I think I’m climbing back up, someone says your name, and I slip.”
Her voice didn’t crack, but her fingers dug into her knees.
Ross shifted closer. “I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want an apology,” she said. “I want to know what you want.”
Ross exhaled. “I want to stop hurting you.”
“That’s not an answer.”
He looked away. Then back. “I want you.”
Hannah stared at him, eyes sharp. “And Madison?”
“Yes.”
“Jess?”
He nodded.
She turned back to the river. “Then this doesn’t work.”
“I know.”
Another long silence.
Below, a loon called from somewhere upriver. The sound echoed across the water.
After a while, she stood up.
Ross stood too.
“I’m not asking for promises,” she said. “We’re all messed up in this now. I get that. I just needed to know where I stand.”
“You stand here,” he said.
“Do I?”
He reached for her hand.
She let him take it.
They stood like that, palms pressed, morning breeze tugging at the edges of their clothes.
Then from below: the sound of laughter. Jess and Madison. Awake. Already moving. Life coming back.
Hannah pulled her hand away gently.
She didn’t smile. But she didn’t frown, either.
“They’re waiting,” she said, turning toward the stairs.
Ross didn’t follow right away.
“Hey,” she said, pausing at the hatch. “One question.”
“Yeah?”
“Are you coming back next weekend?”
Ross didn’t answer.
Not yet.
Hannah smiled faintly and disappeared below deck.
It was mid-afternoon by the time the mood had thawed enough for anyone to speak more than a sentence. The girls had lounged quietly all morning, reading, napping, half-heartedly snacking on cold pasta and oranges from the fridge. Jess hadn’t said much since breakfast. Hannah hadn’t said anything at all.
Ross had spent most of the day doing small chores, clearing the swim deck, tightening a loose tie-rope, checking the water levels in the tanks. He didn’t say what he was doing, and no one asked.
He was rinsing a coffee mug at the back tap when he felt her behind him.
“You wanna go for a walk?” Madison asked.
She was barefoot, hair up in a knot, big t-shirt hanging off one shoulder, a bottle of water in one hand. Her eyes were bloodshot but steady.
Ross nodded.
They didn’t say anything as they made their way up the trail along the ridge, same path he’d walked with Madison last time, to the hot spring. That day felt like another life. This time there was no hand-holding, no flirting. Just footsteps crunching over dry leaves, and the sound of water trickling down from a mossy outcrop.
After a few minutes, Madison slowed. “She’s still mad, huh?”
“Hannah?”
She nodded.
“Yeah,” Ross said.
“She’ll get over it,” Madison muttered, but without conviction. Then: “Or she won’t.”
They stopped near a small rock ledge with a view of the bend in the river. Ross leaned on a tree trunk. Madison sat on a low boulder, pulled her knees up to her chest.
“She doesn’t hate you,” Ross said.
Madison looked away. “She doesn’t have to.”
Ross didn’t reply.
“I knew Jess would make a move,” Madison said, almost smiling. “I even called it. But I still didn’t expect it to make me feel like this.”
“Like what?”
Madison chewed her cheek. “Like I lost something.”
“You didn’t.”
“Didn’t I?” She looked up at him now. “You think I don’t know how you looked at her last night?”
Ross frowned. “That’s not fair.”
Madison laughed softly. “Fair? Ross, none of this is fair. You’re the prize, remember?”
“I’m not a prize.”
She stood up, took a step toward him. “Then why does it feel like I’m losing?”
He didn’t answer.
“I’m not mad at you,” she said, quieter now. “I just . . .  needed to know.”
“Know what?”
“If I still could,” she said. She stepped closer, close enough that her bare toes touched his boots. “If I really tried, if I wanted to, you’d still want me.”
Ross swallowed. “I’ve never not wanted you.”
That hit harder than it should have.
Madison looked down at her feet. “I don’t think Hannah could forgive me if I touched you again.”
“Then don’t.”
She looked up. “What if I want to?”
Ross met her eyes. “Do you?”
Madison didn’t answer.
Instead, she reached out slowly, deliberately, and placed her palm against his chest. Just a hand. Nothing else.
She left it there.
Ross didn’t move.
“I almost climbed into your bed last night,” she said. “I heard Jess leave. I just . . .  couldn’t get up.”
He nodded.
“I would’ve let you do anything,” she added.
Ross closed his eyes. “You still want me to?”
Madison breathed in sharply.
Then she pulled her hand back.
“No,” she said. “I just wanted to know if I still could.”
He nodded again. “You could.”
She smiled. Not coy. Not smug. Sad.
“Then I’m good.”
She turned and walked a few steps ahead, arms loose at her sides. He followed her in silence back toward the trail. The leaves were louder underfoot now, or maybe it just felt that way.
When they got back to the houseboat, she paused at the edge of the dock, then turned to him.
“You make all of us crazy, you know.”
“I’m not trying to.”
“I know,” she said. “That’s why it works.”
She leaned forward and kissed him, on the cheek. Quick. Dry. Final.
Then she turned and walked barefoot up the dock, water bottle swinging from two fingers.
Ross stayed behind and watched the ripple of her footsteps disappear into the quiet.
Ross found her sitting at the bow just after sunset, knees drawn to her chest, hood up, sketchbook open in her lap. Her pencil scratched lightly on the page. She didn’t look up when he stepped barefoot onto the foredeck.
“I thought maybe you’d gone home,” she said.
He sat cross-legged a few feet away. “I thought about it.”
She nodded, still not looking up. “You should have.”
Ross let the river sounds fill the silence between them. Somewhere downstream, a heron let out a sharp call.
“What are you drawing?” he asked.
Hannah flipped the book shut. “Doesn’t matter.”
“I think it does.”
Now she looked at him. The low light caught in her eyes, darker than usual. More tired. “It’s you.”
Ross blinked. “Me?”
Hannah shrugged. “Not really your face. Just . . .  you.”
He wanted to ask what that meant, but he didn’t. He could already feel it in the way her body sat, in the way she didn’t lean forward or pull away. Like she was bracing for something.
She turned the sketchbook toward him anyway. The drawing wasn’t detailed, but the feeling was unmistakable: a figure alone at the edge of the dock, surrounded by too much sky and too much water. His shoulders slouched. His shadow stretched behind him like an anchor.
“I started it last night,” she said. “Finished it just now.”
Ross met her eyes. “Why show me?”
Hannah pulled her hood down. “Because I wanted you to see what you look like to someone who’s trying really hard not to love you.”
Ross didn’t move.
Hannah placed the book down beside her, then turned her whole body to face him.
“I need to ask you something,” she said. “And I need you to answer it.”
He nodded slowly.
“If you had to choose one of us,” she said, “just one, would it ever be me?”
The words hung between them like a gust of wind that never came.
Ross’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.
“That’s what I thought,” she said, and she didn’t sound bitter. Just tired.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“I didn’t ask for an apology,” she said. “I asked for the truth.”
He looked down at the floorboards, then back at her. “It’s not that I don’t want you.”
“It’s that you want Jess more,” she said. “Or Madison. Or maybe just the idea of all of us.”
Ross didn’t deny it.
“I told myself I could handle this,” Hannah said. “That I could keep it surface. Keep it playful. But that was a lie, too.”
He reached toward her knee, but she moved back, not fast, just enough.
“I needed to know where I stood,” she said. “Now I do.”
“Hannah . . . ”
“I’m not angry,” she said. “Not even jealous. Just . . .  done hoping.”
Ross exhaled. “So this is goodbye?”
She smirked faintly. “God, you sound like we were ever really anything.”
He didn’t answer.
Then, softly: “I wanted to be.”
Hannah looked at him again. Her face softened for just a second. She reached up and touched his cheek, fingers warm.
“I know,” she said. “But wanting’s not the same as choosing.”
She leaned in, close enough to kiss him.
But she didn’t.
She just hovered there, her breath on his lips, her fingers in his hair.
And then she pulled back.
“I’m leaving tomorrow morning,” she said. “Before breakfast.”
Ross nodded.
“I won’t say goodbye.”
“You just did.”
She stood, scooped up her sketchbook, and left him alone at the front of the boat.
For the first time in days, the river felt quiet in a way he didn’t like.
They ate dinner in the open air, seated around the little square table Ross had built himself last spring. Someone had found candles. Madison had made a half-hearted pasta bake. Hannah sat between Jess and Ross, not speaking unless spoken to.
The wine was almost gone.
Nobody talked about the night before. Or the walk. Or who was sleeping where tonight.
It was Jess who finally broke the silence.
“Can we not pretend everything’s normal?”
Nobody answered.
She put down her fork, pushed her plate away. “I’m not going to do the whole ‘I’m sorry’ thing if no one else is willing to be honest either.”
“Jess,” Madison started.
“No. I mean it,” Jess said, looking right at Hannah. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”
Hannah looked at her glass. “You didn’t.”
Jess’s voice wavered. “It sure feels like I did.”
Hannah’s reply was quiet: “You feel bad because you crossed a line. Not because you didn’t know it was there.”
Jess closed her mouth.
No one spoke for a minute.
Then Madison exhaled sharply and picked up the wine bottle, shook the last drop into her glass. “Okay. That was fun.”
Ross gave her a look. “Madison . . . ”
“What?” she said. “We’re not fixing this over penne and cheap pinot.”
“No,” Ross said. “We’re not.”
Hannah pushed back from the table, stood, and walked inside without a word.
Ross stood too. Thought about going after her. Didn’t.
Jess sat still, her knuckles white around her glass.
“You should talk to her,” Ross said.
Jess didn’t look up. “She doesn’t want to hear it from me.”
“Then maybe just listen.”
After a pause, Jess stood and followed Hannah through the door.
That left Madison and Ross alone under the fading sky, the river black around them, the candles flickering.
“I guess that’s it then,” Madison said.
Ross didn’t answer.
Madison leaned back in her chair, tilted her head. “You said once this place only works because it’s ours. The four of us.”
“It used to be.”
“It still could be,” she said.
“Not like this.”
She nodded slowly. “No. Not like this.”
They sat a while longer. Ross gathered the plates and glasses without a word. Madison helped, quietly. No teasing, no poses. Just the quiet rhythm of old friends who knew the edge of something had been crossed.
Later, everyone was in bed, or pretending to be.
Jess in the loft.
Madison on the couch, earbuds in.
Hannah asleep in the hammock out front, wrapped in a blanket, facing the water.
Ross walked the perimeter of the boat, barefoot, slow. The river moved around him, indifferent. The stars were sharp above the treeline.
He didn’t text anyone.
Didn’t say goodnight.
He just stood at the bow, arms folded, watching the dark flow and wondering if any of them would ever come back here again.
The houseboat was quiet when Hannah slipped out of the hammock.
The blanket she’d curled under was damp with morning dew, and the skin on her arms prickled in the breeze. Her bag was already packed, just the essentials, nothing sentimental. She’d left her sketchbook behind on purpose.
She didn’t go back inside.
Instead, she crouched on the dock to tie her shoes, then stood and looked once at the boat. Its windows were fogged from the inside. She couldn’t tell who slept where, or if anyone was awake.
She whispered something, to the river maybe and turned up the path to the parking lot without a sound.
The sun was barely cresting the ridge when Jess opened her eyes.
She’d been half-asleep, tangled in sheets that smelled like the three of them, wood smoke, wine, and skin. She didn’t move at first. Just lay there and listened.
The creak of the dock. The rustle of footsteps. Then silence.
She didn’t get up.
Ross woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of a single mug being placed gently on the counter.
Madison stood by the window, arms folded, watching the trees sway. Her sweatshirt hung off one shoulder, and her hair was knotted and wild.
“She’s gone,” she said without turning around.
Ross rubbed his eyes. “Hannah?”
Madison nodded. “I found the note.”
She handed it to him without ceremony.
It was a torn piece of paper with just three words in Hannah’s sharp, slanted script: “Thanks for the river.”
Ross stared at it for a long time.
Jess appeared in the doorway behind him, barefoot, quiet.
“I heard her go,” she said.
Madison turned. “You didn’t stop her?”
Jess didn’t flinch. “Would you have?”
No one answered.
They ate breakfast in fragments, scrambled eggs, toast, someone slicing a bruised peach and passing around the wedges without comment. Nobody sat close. The kitchen felt too big.
Jess finally spoke. “She’s not coming back, is she.”
Ross shook his head slowly. “Not for a while.”
“She hates me now.”
“No,” Madison said. “She doesn’t.”
“But she’s done.”
Madison looked down. “Yeah. She is.”
Jess leaned on the counter, arms crossed tight. “I didn’t want this.”
Madison shrugged. “We all did something we didn’t want.”
By mid-morning, the sun had burned the dew off the railings. The boat creaked in its moorings, gently turning to face the flow.
Ross stood at the stern, watching the river.
Jess came up beside him, close but not touching.
“She left the sketchbook,” she said.
Ross nodded. “I know.”
Jess held it out. “I don’t want to open it.”
He took it from her carefully. “Then don’t.”
They stood like that for a while. The wind tugged at Jess’s hair, lifted strands across her cheek.
“She saw this coming,” Jess said quietly.
“She did.”
“She always sees it first.”
Ross said nothing.
“I didn’t mean to be the one who broke it.”
“You weren’t.”
Jess turned to look at him. “Then who was?”
Ross didn’t look back. “Maybe it was me.”
The midday heat settled on the boat like a lid.
Jess stripped bedsheets in silence. Madison emptied the fridge, wiping the shelves without being asked. Ross scrubbed pans that no one had bothered with the night before.
They worked like people finishing a job. No music. No chatter. Just the slow unmaking of what had barely held together.
The hammock was still swaying outside, even though no one had touched it.
Madison packed quickly. She didn’t linger over her things. No last photos. No wistful gazes. Just zipped her duffel and placed it by the door.
She turned to Jess. “Do you need a ride?”
Jess hesitated, then nodded.
Ross was by the dock, looping the mooring lines. He looked up as they approached, one bag in each hand.
Madison tossed hers down, adjusted her sunglasses. “Locked up tight?”
Ross nodded. “Everything but the windows. I’ll close those after.”
Jess stepped forward, but stopped short of him.
“I thought about kissing you,” she said.
Ross waited.
Jess smiled faintly. “Just once. Just to make it worse.”
“That would do it,” he said.
“So I’m not going to.”
He nodded. “Thank you.”
She paused. “Madison says you’ll come back up here next month.”
“I might.”
“Alone?”
He didn’t answer.
She stepped closer, looked like she might touch his arm, then didn’t. “If you do . . .  maybe leave it a mess. Let it stay broken.”
Ross didn’t look at her. “Maybe.”
Madison honked the horn once as the car backed out of the lot.
Jess didn’t wave.
Ross stood at the end of the dock, the keys to the cabin in one hand, Hannah’s sketchbook in the other. The water lapped against the pilings, soft and steady.
There was no one left to speak to. No one to explain anything to.
He turned once, looked at the houseboat. The sun hit the windows and lit up nothing inside.
Then he sat down on the dock, opened the sketchbook, and let the pages turn themselves in the breeze.
The dock was warm beneath him, sun-soaked and faded.
Ross sat cross-legged, Hannah’s sketchbook balanced on one thigh, the wind nudging at the corners.
He hesitated before opening it. Not because he feared what was inside, but because he already knew.
The first page was light: pencil lines sketching Jess mid-laugh, her mouth open, head thrown back, a wine glass halfway to her lips. Next to it, a rough profile of Madison, arms lifted, dancing on the roof in a tank top and cutoff shorts, hair wild. The roofline was barely filled in, like she existed more vividly than her surroundings.
Another page. The houseboat from the shoreline, drawn from memory or some imagined angle, its gentle slouch in the water perfectly captured.
Then Ross. Bent over the outboard motor. Pencil smudges worked into the grooves of his shoulder blades, jaw set in focus. The face was only hinted at, but it was unmistakably him.
Page after page: glimpses of the weekend. The porch chairs. The hammock empty, then filled. A wine bottle, candle stubs, bare feet on wood planks. Hannah’s world, seen from a step back.
Then, slowly, the shift.
A corner sketch of Madison staring out the window, small, closed off.
Jess curled under a blanket, only the crown of her head visible, but beside her, another form clearly sketched. The implication was obvious.
A full-page spread: three figures sitting around the table, not looking at each other. Each posture distinct, Jess slumped, Madison rigid, Hannah cross-armed and distant. No names, no labels. Just posture as confession.
Then a half-finished drawing of Ross standing alone at the bow of the boat. The perspective was off, his body too tall, the railing low. He looked like he was leaning toward the river, almost about to fall in.
The next page was blank.
The one after that wasn’t.
It was the only one in ink.
A clean, full-page drawing. Hannah, back turned, hair tied in a quick knot, facing the water. Her body small, the lines careful and sparse. She stood on the dock, her feet barely touching the wood. The houseboat behind her was just a suggestion, a few lines of railing, a rectangle of window.
There was no river, no sky. Just white space surrounding her.
Ross stared at it for a long time.
The wind shifted. Pages fluttered.
He turned back to the drawing and gently peeled it free from the binding, careful not to tear the spine. The page came loose with a soft hiss.
He folded it once, sharply, and held it in his hand.
Then he closed the sketchbook.
And sat there in the quiet, the folded page resting on his knee, the boat creaking gently behind him, the river wide and slow all around.
Three days later, Ross was back in the city.
The apartment was too quiet. He hadn’t turned on music. The windows were closed, the place stale from disuse.
Hannah’s sketchbook lay on his desk, unopened since he’d folded that final page and tucked it inside the back cover. It hadn’t moved since.
His phone buzzed.
Madison.
“Made it back okay. Thanks for the weekend. No regrets.”
He stared at the screen, thumb hovering, then typed a reply.
“You too. Good luck with school.”
He deleted it.
Typed again.
“Next time let’s just fish and not pretend we’re better than we are.”
Deleted that too.
He put the phone down.
Later, he opened his laptop, stared at a blank email. No subject. Just Hannah’s address autofilled from the last time he sent her a video of the boat.
He typed one line:
“You forgot your sketchbook.”
Paused.
Added:
“Unless you meant to.”
He hovered. The cursor blinked.
He didn’t send it.
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