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Chapter 1

Danny was never one much to build things. He tore things down, he broke them apart, he sorted them: metals into their separate bins, wood from gypsum, glass from plastic. He returns entire constructions down to their component parts.
He’s a born Demolition Man.
But what he built in that house above his basement with those three international girls fresh out of university from countries so far, far away, Anja, Kaya, and Ji-woo, was some kind of magic more incredible than anything he had ever laid down in a demolition.
Danny always felt lucky enough — lucky on a level consistent with his station in life, at least, or so he thought.
But this thing, with those three girls upstairs? That re-wrote the book on luck.
The guy tore up sheets in kindergarten instead of coloring them. He ripped up textbooks in high-school, too, instead of reading them. He never sold a car in his life, having driven all of them to the point there was nothing left for them but the hook.
Who knew there was a whole career specially made for everyday low-life fuck-ups like him? He never get paid a lot, but he got paid enough, working a steady demo crew tearing shit down.
But at least that shit was real, he always told himself. At least he did something with his hands, something that was physical, that was heavy, that was hot, that was dangerous.
Real, in other words. He knew the freeze of a copper pipe in his palm in the dead of winter, the stab of an errant nail in his bicep reaching inside a wall with a pry-bar, the dryness of a choking cloud of dust from a buckling slab of gypsum.
That spring, though, he got to feel with his hands a whole lot more that was bordering on hyper-real, unreal though his story may sound.
He might come home hurting from scrapes, cuts, and punctures all over his body, but only after an honest day’s work ripping shit up, and he loved it too, so much so, he wished he could tell his kindergarten self: “Don’t sweat it, kid! There’s a future for you out there! Tear the fuck away!”
When Oppenheimer quoted the Bhagavad Gita, “Now I am the destroyer of worlds!” Danny alone cheered out loud in the theatre.
Nobody else understood that movie in quite the way Danny did.
He found himself when he found demolitions. But who knew there was waiting out there a hot girl into it just as much as him? Who could possibly have known there were three of them?
Figures they’d be from the whole other side of the world, though.
Dude struck pay dirt when he poked his nose upstairs that day. No way he could have known the kind of shit that was going to get real, though.
So, late one night, sitting on his flaccid couch in his dark basement apartment staring at the opposite wall and lost in quiet contemplation of the terrible beauty of J. Robert’s mushroom cloud, he was startled into alertness by the tiny cries of a young woman above his ceiling — and the concerned and worried queries of two other women up there with her, two young woman whose words he could not make out.
There was a now-abandoned staircase in the corner of his subterranean one-bedroom that goes up into the ceiling — but which, pushed right, lifts into a closet inside the surprisingly posh and highly remodeled upstairs.
The couple that rented him the basement took a sweet deal from one of the biggest virtual tech companies when they came to lease the whole house for some global trainee program where they bring in new team-leadership recruits, fresh with their marketing and product development degrees, to their global headquarters for some sort of corporate cultural indoctrination.
Only Danny held out, didn’t he, hoping for a sweeter incentive to vacate his basement, thinking he was too fucking clever by half.
Except, when the corp did the same thing in another house, evicting all the occupants, one of them promptly froze to death living outside the first night, and the company leasing the houses quickly back-pedaled from any further moves to evict Danny, lest they taste the wrath of an outraged public.
Fuck me, thought Danny, right? So there he remained, marooned in his basement.
But now one of those three global team-leadership aspirants was up there crying with choking fear, the other two seemingly unable to console her, and he was down there, unable to ignore the sound of her cries anymore.
If he went out his back door and up around the outside to knock at their front door, he calculated, he was only going to freak those newly-arrived international girls out even more.
But why he thought the solution was therefore to creep up those abandoned stairs, squeeze through the ceiling trapdoor, and emerge up into that hidden closet, to lean his head out of the mysterious — for them — door at the end of their long hallway, going “Hullo? Hullo?” was the better solution, he will never know.
But that, unlikely as it sounds, was how this whole crazy and unexpected thing between Dany and those three girls began.
“Hullo?” he said a third time, louder. The crying instantly stopped, as did the coos and murmurs of the other two voices. He stayed inside the closet, though he leaned further out. It felt important to him to not cross the imaginary line that ran between the hallway of their space, and the closet of what could still conceivably be justified as his space.
There were two distinct and separate worlds in that single house, and he wasn’t going to cross that Rubicon without a clear and explicit invitation. Danny stays abreast of current cultural norms, not to mention legal evolutions.
A head leaned out from around the corner up the other end of the hallway, sideways like they were two astronauts encountering each other through a portal between docking ships.
She was black, she had cheekbones sharp enough to slice paper on, and eyes you couldn’t look at without being sucked out of your skin by them.
“Jesus,” Danny said to himself and he gulped. He had no idea that was what was up there.
“Who are you?” the woman said in a quick and smooth, silky and soft voice. And also with a deeply distinctive South African accent, he noted.
“I’m Danny?” he stated, and he pressed his hand into his chest and nodded at her. “I live downstairs?” he said, and he pointed behind himself and down at the floor repeatedly, like he was speaking to a child or a pet.
“You live downstairs?” the woman said in that same quick and smooth voice. She stepped one step out from under cover of the corner and came to stand straight up in the middle of the hallway facing him.
She was excessively tall. She crossed her impossibly long, thin arms over her prominent ribcage and sank one side of her high and wide hips down in a “show me” pose. She looked mean and tough. But elegant, too, classy. She was slim and silky and smooth all over.Her legs were more than half her height, her shoulders were wide and pushed up to her ears, those perfect and shiny round orbs, and her ankles looked impossibly long and thin.
She was dressed in a black stretch halter, no shoulders, and black silky runners’s shorts. But nothing else, other than thin gold chains around her neck, her waist, and her ankles. Her hair was tightly braided in corn rows that bore streaks of discordant silver through them.
It was the indentation below her collar bones that took his attention, however. They were deep and cup-shaped and looked like something you’d want to curl up in. It made him shiver to look at her, and he stiffened himself to stop it. The looked like a model.
“The basement?” he said. “I heard someone crying — is everything okay?”
She ignored his question. “You live in the basement?” she said. “Here? In this house?”
She shifted her stance to her other hip and her other knee buckled out forward where the first one locked straight back again. Her movements were measured and smooth, graceful and liquid. She appeared to him like a standing wave of smoke. Was he losing his mind? Was she even real, thing looking like that?
He narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. Her thick accent penetrated his ears a too deeply. Her eyes were too big, too round, and too deep. Her body was too silky. She was, simply put, far too hot.
“Downstairs,” he said, and he pointed again. “I rent the basement,” he clarified. “I live there,” he said, increasingly unsure of even that fact, she had shaken him so thoroughly with her looks and voice alone. She threw him off just staring at him.
“Then how are you up here?” she said, still not moving, but still staring at him from where she was symmetrically framed by the rectangle formed by the end of the hallway against the backdrop of the grey and pure wall behind her.
Lit from the side, he couldn’t help notice the scene was like a perfectly set-up fashion shot. He felt like he was staring into the cover of Vogue, but with no words cluttering up the picture, she was that perfect. He swallowed hard. Shit like this doesn’t happen to fuck-ups like him.
“There’s a trapdoor,” he said, and he gestured again behind himself back nside the closet. “From back when they reno’d the place.”
She stretched her impossibly long neck even further up and leaned her head sideways, as though she might actually see down to the floor of the closet behind him from way down there at the other end of the hall. He even stepped aside as though to let her.
That’s when another head peered around the side of the hallway just like the first one — and it also seemed to belong to someone floating sideways. The black woman took a step sideways to allow the second woman to come forward, to enter the frame, as it were.
This one was Asian. She was barely half the height of the first one, with large almond eyes, long brown and silver and gold streaked hair that hung straight down over the front of her small body half way down. She had the huge eyes, the tiny mouth, the small nose, the pointed chin, and the heart-shaped face of an anime cartoon. She wore a black beanie, a fur-lined winter coat — though it was far from what you would call “cold” outside — and black tights.
Danny swallowed hard again. Maybe he wasn’t getting out enough, he thought to myself, but the second one looked every bit the model as much as the first one.
I’m no Casanova, he thought, but he wouldn’t say he was a shrinking violet, either. But around shockingly beautiful women like these ones, sure, he’d get tongue-tied and lose his words and start to fluster, at least a little bit. Who wouldn’t? They made him uncomfortable. He knew that on the inside, they were the same as everyone else. That’s what everyone says, right?
Still, it was hard. He didn’t even know where to put his eyes. Where are they getting these one’s from, anyway?
The second girl, the Asian, he surmised was the one he heard crying. Her eyes were red and glassy and her lips and cheeks bore the rawness of tears. She held herself smaller than she already was, so that she looked even more incongruously tiny next to the tall black one.
“What are you doing in here?” she said in a sharply scolding and demanding voice. He recognized the accent as Korean.
“He says that he lives downstairs,” the African said, doubtfully.
“How do you live downstairs?” the Asian said, quick and harsh again.
Though she spoke like a knife, she couldn’t hide the softness of her voice, not entirely. She rubbed her eye with the heel of her hand and struck a pose exactly like the tall one — arms loosely crossed, one hip up, face straight forward. But he could tell, she was only acting as strident as the first one. She was mimicking her. She wasn’t so sure of herself, was she.
It made him feel incrementally more in control.“I rent,” he said, and he hooked his thumb over his shoulder and straightened up some. He took a step out into the hallway only because he had been cramped and twisted sideways, the way he was leaning half back into the closet.
Both of them recoiled with their chins retracting. He hung his arms at his sides and made himself as unthreatening as he could. “Since before that company took over up here,” he said. He realized “that company” was their company, and wished he had said that differently, not as bitterly.
Two more outstretched arms appeared from around the edge of the corner, and spread hands pushed into the shoulder of the small Asian and nudged her sideways so that she shifted in front of the South African. Stepping into her place came a woman with straw-blonde hair in messy waves sticking out all over, water-like blue-green eyes, and a pure, white, smooth-as-alabaster complexion.
It was like looking down into a bowl of cream, looking at her face. Naturally, she was every bit the stunning model the first two were. The contrast between all three of them could not have been more stark — Black as night, Asian as can be, and White as paper.
The white one smiled with her lips pressed closed and she crossed her arms over her chest, too, and hung one hip like the others had, but with even more emphasis, with even more easiness about her. This one was dressed in a loose-hanging white v-neck sweater thin enough to cling to her, and long enough he couldn’t tell if she wore anything underneath.
She pressed the balls of the toes of one bare foot into the top of her other bare foot and swung her bent knee side to side like the tail of a thinking cat.
“So you live downstairs,” she said. She seemed unable to stop smiling, however slightly. Something amused her about him. Something excited her.
He narrowed his eyes at her. It was Scandinavian, her accent, but not Swedish, exactly. Then he hit on it — Norwegian. He knew he’d heard it before.
“I heard someone crying,” he said. “I wasn’t trying to listen,” he quickly added, realizing how it might have sounded. It wasn’t clear they even knew there was an apartment in the basement. They certainly didn’t know someone was down there.
“Ji-woo,” the blonde one said, and she gestured with her tilting head to the Asian. “She was attacked on her way home down the street from the train,” she said. She said it like maybe he had knowledge of the incident, like maybe he was involved in it, even.
“Oh my god!” he said with too much alarm, maybe. “Are you alright?”
The Asian, Ji-woo, it would seem, looked at him with defiance and a gathering strength in her eyes, but only for a moment, before she turned away and fell back into the long, graceful arms of the tall South African behind her, who wrapped her long, thin arms around her body and hugged her close to her, protectively.
“She is very scared,” the South African said.
“I am Danny,” he said, pressing his palm into his chest again. “Maybe I can help.”
“How can you help!?” the South African said, and she wrapped her arms more tightly around Ji-woo as though to keep her away from him.
“What did the man look like?” he said to Ji-woo. “I know this area.”
“He made crow sounds at her all the way down the street,” the blonde said. He tried to ignore how that Norwegian accent made him feel — which was literally tingling. His mind shot to all sorts of inappropriate places and he shut his eyes a moment to try to clear it.
“The crow,” the South African said, “is a bird that foretells your death!” She hugged Ji-woo tighter yet, and Ji-woo began to sob again.
“In Africa?” he said.
“No!” the South African shouted, her eyes flaring at him with indignation. “In Korea!”
He nodded with understanding. He also nodded because that clue pretty much answered the entire mystery for him. “Did he follow you?” he said to Ji-woo.
“Right to the door!” she barked back at him, and she cried again.
He turned around, pulled up the trapdoor, and went down his stairs.
It took him less than three minutes to find him — Crowman, who everybody in the ‘hood knew.
Crowman lived in a pulled-together heap of scrap lumber under a fire escape in an alley and spent his days scouring the bins behind the restaurants and cawing like a crow at everyone.
The legend about him was that he had learned crow language, and it was true that the neighborhood crows landed on his head and shoulders and followed him up the street wire to wire above, cawing all the way as though chattering with him, him cawing back at them.
But Danny’s theory was that he opened the metal bins in the alleys, and thereby made food available to them as well as to himself. He was only pretending to talk with them.
Whatever it was, when Crowman cawed at someone who didn’t caw back, or at least nod or give him some sort of acknowledgment, he’d follow them until they did, much like crows might, flocking from overhead wire to overhead wire above you as you walked.
He was harmless, but if you didn’t know that, he could certainly freak you out, especially if you were new to the ‘hood, and especially at night. No one local paid any mind to him, he had so much become part of the fabric of the ‘hood. They’d forget sometimes how weird the guy might appear to new people.
Danny held out some money for him and gestured with his head for him to follow him for more. He brought him back to the front door of the house and rang the bell. They waited several minutes before, finally, the tall South African opened the door and stood in it with that same challenging pose.
“He’s here to apologize to Ji-woo for scaring her,” Danny said.
Ji-woo pushed through the South African’s arm and stared hard at Crowman.
Danny nudged Crowman.
He burbled and fluttered and looked down at the porch. He shrugged. “He says he’s sorry for scaring you.”
Ji-woo erupted in a stifled chuckle, but quickly covered her mouth and struggled to resume her hurt and scared expression.
“How sorry is he?” the South African said.
Danny looked at Crowman. “C’mon,” he said to him, and he nudged his shoulder. He held out more money for him. “Human this time,” he said to him.
Crowman looked even harder at his feet. “I’m sorry,” he finally said.
“Now beat it,” he said to him. “Stop doing your shit to new people, you hear me?” he called after him as Crowman shuffled down the front steps and away. “Only locals!”
Crowman waved him off over his shoulder and cawed in a decidedly remorseful way.
Danny looked back at what now filled the front door, all pressed together: the three girls, the Nordic, the Asian, and the African. They stared back at him until the African suddenly erupted with full belly laughter.
“This place is so fucked,” she said, and she turned to go back inside. Ji-woo turned, too, and she shook her head and rolled her eyes at Danny, grinning. The Nordic one said, “Well, come on in then, come inside, it’s cold,” she said, and she turned, too, and left him on the porch in front of the wide open door.
So he went inside.
“I’m Anja, by the way,” the Nordic one said over her shoulder to him as she lead the way to the kitchen. That slight smile of hers, it was like she was constantly thinking thoughts not said.
“Hi Anja,” he said.
“And that tall, tough chick is Kaya,” she said, and she nodded in the direction of the tall South African.
“Oh yeah, right,” Kaya said, and she curled her wrist over and flexed her bicep at him and laughed. “So very tough! Are you hungry?” she said. She held out a plate of freshly steamed dumplings to him.
“South African?” he said.
She rolled her eyes and looked sideways. “Korean!” she shouted. “Why are you always going on about South Africa?!” she said, and she pushed the edge of the plate into his ribs until he took it from her, and she breezed past him and into the living room where she flopped down on the sectional and stretched her heels out over the coffee table.
“I made them,” Ji-woo said to him, looking up from under his chin. He almost didn’t see her, after the towering height of Kaya. Ji-woo snorted lightly, took a dumpling in her fingers, and pushed it whole through her small lips, her big almond eyes deeply on his the whole time.
What did that mean? Do these girls even know what they’re doing with their eyes, he wondered.
She went to the living room too, and sat down beside Kaya on the couch. Her toes clung to the edge of the table.
There was already some show playing on the huge screen on the wall. Anja stepped into Ji-woo’s place in front of him and, like her, bore through him with her blue-green eyes as she lifted a dumpling to her soft pink lips and let it slide through them and into her mouth, her tongue hanging out over her bottom lip where it teased and caressed the underside of the dumpling, and she smirked at him with her cheeks bulging.
And then she took it in her mouth and chomped it in half and laughed.
“You get too many ideas in your head,” she said quietly enough to him that no one else heard it, and she chirped and spun on the balls of her toes and pranced to the couch to join the other two, knowing full well he was staring at her backside the whole time.
Were they all flirting? You can never be sure with girls from totally other places. You can never assume, he knew that much at least.
He stood with the plate in his hand staring at the couch, Anja, all blonde Nordic on the left, Ji-woo, all anime Asian on the right, and Kaya, tall, dark, and powerful African in the middle.
“Well don’t just stand there, bring us beers, slave boy!” Kaya shouted at him, and she laughed.
“In the fridge,” Anja said helpfully, flashing her eyes at him that way again.
“Kitchen,” Ji-woo said, pointing the way. She also killed him with her eyes. What was this place?
Kitchen, he thought, like beer would be kept somewhere else, but he kept the thought to himself and went to get three cans. He lined them up on the coffee table in front of them all in a row and he stepped back two steps and hooked his thumb over his shoulder.
“Well, everything okay, then, I guess I’ll just . . . “ he said, and he trailed off and took two steps toward the hallway and the closet door and the stairs down to his basement behind it.
“Don’t be so dumb,” Anja finally said, and she pushed herself away from Kaya and patted the couch cushion she opened up between them. “Get yourself one, too,” she said. “You saved us from Crowman, after all.”
He stared at the empty space between the African girl and the Nordic girl the way another man might stare at a dropped $100 bill on the floor of a biker bar.
“Come on,” Kaya said, and she smiled at him and narrowed her eyes. “Do not be afraid,” she said in that deep South African accent. “We are not going to bite you.”
He snorted at that, but Anja and Ji-woo didn’t smirk at all. All three girls kept their eyes on his, all three of them silent, all three of them expectant. They had no way of knowing, did they, he thought, that he was just Danny the demo guy, the guy who made subsistence income wrecking shit, a guy who lives in a basement.
He bid for time and went to the fridge. He pulled out a fourth can of beer and returned to the living room. He chose to sit in the chair facing one arm of the sectional, and he tilted his head far back and let the beer flow down his throat in waves. No way he was going to sit that close to them, between them, on the couch.
When he brought the half-empty can down from his lips he found them all still staring at him.
He settled the bottom of the can on the arm of his chair and turned it a quarter turn at a time, and stared back at them.
“What is it you do, Danny?” Kaya said, breaking the silence. “For your work, I mean,” she said.
“I do demolitions,” he said, choosing not to sugar-coat his reality. It is what it is. It’s real at least, he told himself.
Instantly Ji-woo murmured past Kaya to Anja, and Anja slid her eyes away from Danny to face Ji-woo’s. “He knocks big buildings down,” she said. “Is that right?” she said, turning back to him. Now here eyes were bulging wide and her grin stretched across her lips.
He held his arms up to the ceiling, collapsed them down and rolled them around each other, and he made explosive sounds with his cheeks puffed out.
Ji-woo squealed with delight and she cupped her hands over her face. “For real?” she said, her eyes wide too, now, her eyebrows pulled up high over her forehead.
“That’s his job,” Anja said to her, “knocking buildings down. Demolition, right?” she said, turning back to him.
Ji-woo squealed again.
Kaya smirked. “So are you the one to plant the dynamite?” she said.
He shrugged. “We don’t use dynamite very much, sometimes thermite, sometimes it’s just heavy equipment we use to take it all apart, piece by piece.”
“Do you like it?” Anja said. He looked over at her to find her grinning sideways with her green-blue eyes flaring widely at him. She asked it like she was asking if he liked sex or girls or something of that nature.
So too were those deep dark eyes of Kaya drilling through him. Ji-woo’s almond eyes, as well. They all looked at him like he was maybe the last man alive.
This kind of thing, he reminded himself, doesn’t happen to guys like him.This kind of thing — what he was having trouble stopping thinking in his head — doesn’t happen to any guy, period.
“I love it,” he finally said. “I like working with my hands. I like things that are real.” He drank more beer and glanced over his shoulder at the screen that no one seemed to be watching anymore. “So what do you guys do?” he said, struggling not to look at those three lithe bodies, struggling to act straight.
They all snorted lightly and looked at each other and grinned. Anja was silently elected the one to speak.
This was when he learned about the corporate training program for future global leaders. “They bring us in from all over the world,” she said, “and make us familiar with the company culture. But also,” she said, and she squinted and tilted her head as though struggling to find the words. “They also want us to know about the kind of environment the founders of the company grew up in,” she said. “So the house they put us in, this house, is supposedly the neighborhood where the company was first invented by Rodney Jones and Samual Mast.”
“This neighborhood?” Danny said.
“We are supposed to learn about the cultural roots of the company by hanging out in this area,” Kaya said. “The cafes and the bistros.”
“But not with Crowman,” he said, looking at Ji-woo.
They all laughed, including Ji-woo, which he was glad to see.
“Is this place so different from where you come from?” he said.
Instantly all three of them smiled widely and nodded deeply.
“Oh my god, yes!” Anja said. Her eyes flared at him. “There is nothing like this back home.”
“It is very different,” Ji-woo said.
“It isn’t Africa, I can tell you that,” Kaya said. “For one thing, a man like Crowman would not be tolerated where I grew up.”
“Well,” Danny said with a shrug. “We all kind of look after Crowman together,” he said. “There’s people around here who know him better than me, and Crowman knows everybody, so he lets one of us know if this or that person who’s living rough is having a cold night or is too hungry or is sick or something. He sort of checks in with the whole community that lives in the shadows around here,” he said.
“You all look after him?” Kaya said with dubious suspicion.
“He plays an important role in the ‘hood,” Danny said. “I’m sorry he scared you,” he said again to Ji-woo. “He thinks he’s a crow — he thinks that’s how he survived.”
She waved her hand at him. “It’s okay,” she said. “I trust you. But what do you mean he thinks he’s a crow?”
Danny jutted his jaw crookedly and half looked away, before he nodded to himself, deciding to give them the whole enchilada. “He believes we all share our spirit with a certain kind of animal,” he finally said. “And that it’s important to know what animal you share your spirit with.”
“I feel like you’re giving us our first real lesson in cultural learning about this place,” Anja said. “We’re supposed to absorb the culture of the company and take some of it home with us, but we haven’t learned anything like what you’re telling us.”
“I hardly think I taught you anything,” he said, and he chuckled. He drank another gulp of beer. He was warming up, he was settling in. It was getting easier.
“Do you know other people like that? Can you tell us their names, too?” Kaya said.
“Well,” he said, “there’s Bristles. You’ll see him all hours of the day and night sweeping the sidewalks and curbs.”
“I saw him!” Ji-woo shouted too loud and she cupped her hands over her face and laughed.
“That’s Bristles. Dave, I think used to be his name. The word is, he got a brain injury in a motorcycle accident back when he was a teenager, and now he likes to sweep, so . . . every now and then, one of us brings him a new broom.” He paused. “Cause he’ll just keep sweeping even after all the bristles are worn down and he’s just pushing a wooden club around.”
“Have you ever brought him a new broom?” Kaya said, her eyes wide with excitement.
“Sure,” he said, and he shrugged. “We have hundreds at work.”
All three of them laughed at that for some reason.
“Who else?” Anja shouted at me, and she leaned forward, excited too, like Ji-woo.
“There’s Upside Down,” he said, and he shrugged.
They all laughed. “Who is that?” Ji-woo said, barely able to stop laughing long enough.
Danny never had an audience like it. They were eating this shit up.
“He’s supposedly from one of the islands up north,” he said. “Indigenous guy.”
Ji-woo screwed her face up.
“Like Jomon,” Anja said to her quietly, and Ji-woo instantly understood. “Oh, oh,” she said, nodding vigorously, if solemnly, at him.
“Indigenous people of Korea and Japan,” Anja said to Danny. “Jomon.”
Now it was Danny’s turn to squint his eyes looking at her. She twirled a strand of blonde in her fingers and grinned crookedly back at him. It was enough to send his heart racing all over again. She seemed proud to teach him something back. But there was something else on her face, too.
“Anyway,” he started again, watching all three, “Upside Down says — and he’ll tell anyone this who stops to listen. He’ll tell you someday, too, I’m sure of it — that his island of origin flipped upside down one day. They all had to cling to the sides like it was a rolled-over canoe,” he said.
“The island is upside down?” Ji-woo said, inhaling with a gasp of alarm.
“So they say,” he said to her. “They claim that’s the reason everything is so messed up for them today.”
“Oh, oh,” she said again, now with even greater solemnity.
“It’s just bullshit, though, right?” Kaya said, convinced mostly, but not all the way, that it was a myth.
He looked at her and smirked and shook his head side to side. “You work at the headquarters of one of the biggest tech companies in the world, and you think maybe it’s true that islands can be things that can turn upside down?” he said.
She gasped with a grin and leaned forward. Her reach was surprisingly long, and she slapped his thigh from where she remained on the middle of the couch. “You’re telling stories!” she said, like she was embarrassed for thinking it was possibly true, about the island.
“Well, with that lovely tale, I am off to bed,” Anja suddenly said, and she pushed up and waved back at all of them over her shoulder. “Thank you again for rescuing the three girls in distress upstairs,” she said to him, and she smiled that wide, devastating smile at him — and lingered with it semi-privately as she floated away down the hallway.
“It’s time for me, too,” Ji-woo said, and she got up as well. She nodded at him and she curled her finger at him as though she had a secret, and he instinctively leaned over. She clasped his face in her hands and kissed his cheek. “You saved me,” she said.
He snorted. “Hardly,” he said.
Kaya remained unmoving on the couch. “Why don’t you sit beside me?” she said. “Watch the show with me. I am not tired yet.”
He looked at the screen and stepped backward a couple of steps and came down on the cushion beside her as though it was the most natural and casual thing to do, to share a couch with a statue like that.
Just as naturally and causally, she found his hand, entwined her fingers in his, and pulled their hands down between their thighs together.
“This is how we watch shows together in South Africa,” she said. “Holding hands.”
“Really?” he said.
She held her face straight for two beats before she burst out laughing.
She fell over sideways and looked back up at him from where she rolled into the empty pillows on her other side. “You are not like the boys at the big office,” she said. “I don’t think they know how to do things with their hands so much. But you are also very naive. More naive than they are.”
“I am not a smart man,” he said, imitating Forrest Gump.
She didn’t get the reference. She pulled on his hand to straighten herself up, but came too far over the other way, and pressed herself into his side. “But I think that you are,” she said.
He turned his face toward her. He didn’t realize she was looking at the side of his face so closely. They both ducked their eyes down at the other’s mouth, and then looked back up into each other’s eyes.
And then they kissed. Just like that.
The kiss stopped quickly. But it started again, and this time, it went on a lot longer.
When they finally came apart, she said, “Is this also part of your cultural teaching series?”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do that.”
“Oh, but why not?” she said in that same half whisper. She whined and pouted as well. “I wasn’t stopping you,” she said.
“We just met,” he said.
“I know what the men are like in North America,” she said. “We have been told about you lot.”
“I’m not like them,” he said.
“I know that already,” she said. “Why do you think I wanted to kiss you?” she said. “There is something about you, though.”
Danny knew there was nothing about him, but he wasn’t about to correct her.
She snorted and grinned and came at him a third time, and this time, the kiss was hotter, harder, and more sensual. Her hands wrapped around his shoulders and came down his sides and gripped him around his waist.
He touched her long, narrow neck with his fingertips, felt the skin of her orbital shoulders in his palms, and drew his hands down her milky-smooth sides.
With no further provocation, she hooked her finger in the middle of her black stretchy halter top, and pulled it down until her bare breasts popped up and out.
It was his turn to gasp.
But she only snickered and began to kiss him again. “Too much?” she said softly. “Too fast?” She made to pull her top back up.
“No,” he said in a voice that caught in his throat.
When he felt her bare breasts, when he cupped them in his palm, when he squeezed them, she swung her long leg over his lap and pulled herself up to sit on him, facing him and gripping his shoulders.
She suddenly started panting like a panther. She pushed one bared breast and then the other into his mouth. He tongued her long nipples and sucked on her warm flesh. She inhaled through her teeth and cupped her hand under a breast and leaned back to watch him suck on her. She yelped in pain lightly when he bit on her nipple, and she clenched her teeth and inhaled again louder.
She fed him her other nipple, she drew it around his face, and she laughed when she pushed both of her breasts together and dragged her hard, large nipples all over his eyes and ears and face.
This was unexpected. He kissed and licked at them, and he bit them, too, and she cried and gasped and teased him with them, taunting him with them.
“I would like to suck on your cock now,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone, but she said “cock” with a sneer, with her nose scrunched up. “You protected Jiwoo.”
“Out here?” he said.
“Why not? The others are already in bed,” she said, and she poured her long, languid body down his like she was a stream of warm syrup, and his knees parted enough to allow her liquid hips to pass through them.
She let her long serpentine tongue wag out of her mouth like it was another creature, not part of her, like it was an impatient creature, too,  like it was yearning. She scrambled in his crotch with her long fingers fighting to undo his pants and tug down his fly. She tugged at the waist until he was forced to lift his hips. She pulled off both his pants and shorts in one long pull and tossed his clothes over her shoulder. With his erection standing up between her face and his, she brought her deep dark eyes up his body to his eyes.
“Let me know,” she said, “when you are going to cum.” She said “cum” with a long “mmm” followed by a short grunt, and she pushed her full, large, and soft lips down against the tip of the head of his cock, and her shoulders rose up to her ears like it was the most pleasurable thing for her imaginable.
He pressed his head back into the cushions of the couch behind him and could only pull one eye open, watching her mouth open in a sustained “O” and come down around his head, slide down over his shaft, and press into his abdomen with the slick smoothness of dipping one’s body into a warm bath.
“You better not tell the others, though,” she said, when she came back up and off him, gripping him, stroking him.
She curled her long tongue around the middle of the shaft and she kissed its side and let the head push into her cheekbones and her jawline and her neck, before she shivered and grunted and pushed her mouth back down its full length.
He scrunched his fists into the couch cushions and his thighs bulged with tension.
She hummed with his cock deep in her mouth and he strained in his neck and curled his toes down hard. He couldn’t bear to watch anymore and he sank his head back to face the ceiling. He pushed his legs straight out. It was no good. He tapped on her shoulder. “Going to . . . “ he managed to say, but he couldn’t finish the sentence.
Rather than stop or pull away, she started to pump herself on him like a greasy, hot piston.
He slapped the cushions and twisted and contorted into the crevices of the couch.
She knelt up higher over his lap and ducked her face down low into his groin. Her tongue lashed around his cock like an angry eel in a too-small pool, and her lips gripped his shaft tight as a wrench.
When his body began to spasm violently, she choked the base of his shaft with her fingers and thumb and pushed her throat down over the head of his cock — and she made swallowing contractions on him.
He was past orgasm. He was delirious with explosive energy. She held him in a form of stasis he was not previously aware of. Time dilated and his body felt like it had begun to levitate off the couch and rise up through the ceiling.
She released her vice-grip on his shaft at the same moment she pulled her mouth off his cock, and with her hand, she stroked him deeply, hard, and rhythmically, until his cum spurted like an uncontrolled fire hose.
She aimed it at her face and chest and he covered her dark skin with his white cream. She laughed and took him back in her mouth and urged him with hand and lips and tongue to empty himself into her mouth of everything he had, including his soul, it felt like.
She spread his cum into her skin and rubbed it into herself like it was moisturizer. “I must shower now, go back to your quarters, slave boy!” she said, and she stood up in front of him — reminding him how towering tall she was again — and she chuckled and turned.
As gracefully as a gazelle, she left the living room and went down the hallway to her room, not looking back even once.
When he was able to, he struggled to his feet, pulled his pants back up, and made his wavering way to the closet door at the end of the hallway. He pulled the trapdoor up from the floor, descended down the steep steps, and let the floor come down over his head and on his back. He staggered around his basement apartment too wound up to sleep, too confused to think, and too wasted from the inside out to do anything other than stare at the wall, amazed. To stare at the wall the way the whole crazy night started.
It was mid-morning, a Saturday, when he was awakened by a loud thumping on his ceiling. When he finally re-inhabited his body with consciousness, he heard it again, three distinct and loud thumps with the heel of a foot down on the trapdoor above the stairs.
He got up, pulled on some clothes, and just as tentatively as the first time, he pushed up the trapdoor, came into the closet — the door was left open, though he was sure he had closed it the night before — and he peered out of it and down the hallway. He could hear the three of them in the kitchen, talking, laughing, the clutter of utensils, and the hiss and burble of a coffee maker. He stepped gingerly down the hallway like a burglar and he peered around the corner and into the kitchen.
“You take so long!” Kaya said when she noticed him. “Your breakfast is going to get cold! Sit down!” she said.
“Here!” Anja said, patting the chair on her side of the small table. Ji-woo looked over her shoulder at him as she brought her teeth down through a slice of toast she held, her dark almond eyes steady on his the whole bite through, and she swung her legs from the edge of her chair as though giddy. She was always staring at his eyes like that. The next morning was no different from the night before.
He sat down to a plate of fruit and toast and soft cheese and bacon. Anja leveraged herself forward with her hand landing on his thigh to bend over and reach for a cup of coffee that she put in front of him.
She left her hand on his thigh under the table, too, out of sight of the other two.
“Do you drink coffee?” she said.
He nodded and lifted the mug to his lips. He peered out over the other side of the rim at Ji-woo and Kaya and shot his eyes back to their corners to find Anja beside him. Kaya sat down beside Ji-woo facing him.
“Anja and Ji-woo want to know at what time you went down to your own bed last night,” Kaya said. She grinned privately at him. She smirked to herself.
He popped his eyes wide open at her. Hadn’t she been the one to warn him not to say anything to them about what they did on the couch? He swallowed and squinted his eyes at her. “I don’t remember,” he said.
Kaya instantly pointed with her long arm stretching over the table nearly touching Anja’s face. “You see? He told you! We did not do anything!” She laughed, though with guilt in her voice.
“Are you sure you didn’t do anything after Ji-woo and I left?” Anja said nearly privately to him. “I thought I could hear things.”
He glanced at Kaya but Anja reached up and took his face in both of her hands. Her palms were cool on his cheeks. She turned him to face her. “Don’t look at her, she is a liar,” she said.
Kaya gasped with fake alarm.
“Tell me what you did.”
“Anja!” Kaya shouted, and she laughed too, and she rolled out of her chair and squealed as she went back to the kitchen counter to get more bread. “You are making a big, big mistake!” she said, but she couldn’t stop laughing with guilt.
“Did you do something?” Ji-woo said in her tiny, nearly inaudible voice. Her eyes were wide and deep. A grin curled up one side of her tiny mouth.
Anja pulled his face back to hers. She was closer now. Her blue-green eyes searched his eyes back and forth. “What,” she said, pausing. “Did,” she said, pausing again. “You do,” she said, “to our poor Kaya?”
Kaya burst out laughing and reached over the table to slap Anja’s shoulder, even more incapacitated by nervous, guilty laughter than before, and she sat slumped at the table, long and stretched out.
Anja held her expression, but her lips struggled to keep from grinning.
“She is from a very traditional village back home,” Anja said.
Kaya shrieked.
“And if you did something bad, now you have to marry her,” she said.
Kaya shrieked even louder.
Anja held her expression for two more beats before she squealed too, and all three of them began to laugh at him before they got up from the table, clearing it off and getting more coffee.
Danny finally breathed.
“You’re fun,” Ji-woo said to him privately. “Kaya is right. You’re not like the men at the office.”
Before he got out of the kitchen, Anja snatched his wrist in her hand. “We don’t really know the street,” she said. “Want to take us out for a coffee?”
“All three of you?” he said.
“Something wrong with that?” she said with a crooked grin. Her blue-green eyes seemed to throb, they beamed so deeply through his eyes.
“No, nothing,” he said after a few moments. “What time?”
“We have some work to do — maybe in a couple of hours?” she said. She leaned toward him close enough to whisper close in his ear. “I can come down your secret stairs to let you know when we’re ready,” she said. “I already know Kaya gave you a blow job anyway.”
She chuckled and pinched him in his side and her eyes went half-lidded at his for a moment. He glanced behind her shoulder to Kaya cleaning things at the kitchen sink behind her.
She smirked and shook her head. She could hear everything, of course.
How could that be? he thought. What were they? How could this be happening?
He went to the closet and pulled up the trapdoor and went back down his stairs. There he fell back into his couch and rolled his head back over the top of it and stared at the ceiling. His cat came to his lap, clawed his thigh, and nestled on him, and there she purred like a distant storm brewing.




Chapter 2

One could be forgiven for looking at Anja’s father, a successful artist in Oslo, and her mother, a professor of Norse literature, and imagine she’d have become a neo-hippy flower-child tripping on poems and watercolors all day long. In fact, as Danny came to quickly realize, despite her wild blond hair, she was a starched and creased model of corporate efficiency.
“I do — I hope to do! — systems analysis, maybe systems management,” she said.
She’d come through the trapdoor in Danny’s ceiling and came down Danny’s secret stairs.
Kaya, the South African, and Ji-woo, the Korean, were, she said, still getting ready. “We’re all excited for our first cultural lessons with you!” she said, a grin sliding up the side of her face, a sparkle lighting up her blue-green eyes.
“I didn’t know there was a difference between systems analysis and systems management,” Danny said. He bent over to lace up his shoes. “I don’t actually know what any of those things really are,” he said.
Anja was dressed in black and neon pink jogging tights and oversized white shoes, as well as a puffy gray and shiny jacket. It was zipped up tight around her neck. Her knee swung side to side and brushed against his shoulder where she leaned, palms down, against his counter in his kitchen.
“One’s theory and the other’s applied,” she said softly and casually.
He stood up too close to her and shook his head. “Nope, still not drawing a bead on that.”
“Drawing a bead?” she said, not moving but only leaning her head back to look up into his face. Her blonde hair infuriated him, the way it fell in waves and stuck out stringy and wild, yet also just right — as though the cut was designed like that, as though it was very expensive to get to go like that.
“Sorry,” he said and he shrugged. “American slang — when you look through a scope on a rifle to find your target, it’s called ‘drawing a bead.’”
She smiled and snorted lightly and nodded slowly. “Okay,” she said. She suddenly seized the sides of his jacket and yanked him hard against herself and she sank her mouth over his, penetrated his lips with her tongue.
“So that is applied, so systems management,” she said, when she pulled away from the sudden kiss. She pushed him back but didn’t let his jacket go. “Reading about a girl kissing a boy is theory, so systems analysis. Different, right?”
Staggered, he stepped backward and bumped against the door of his fridge. “Okay. I get it now,,” he said.
She laughed. “And me wanting to kiss you is the system,” she said.
“Right,” he said jutting his jaw crookedly. He still had Kaya on his mind. The intimacy on the couch with her the night before clashed with the kissing Anya was giving him, but he thought twice about asking what kind of theory that was.
This is when she told him about her father the artist and her mother the literature professor. “And me?” she said. “Not a creative bone in my body, and proud of it!” She laughed, but not without spinning around to catch him out the corner of her eyes. She pulled the tab of her coat zipper up to her lips and pressed it between them thoughtfully.
“And why is that?” he said.
“So did you and Kaya fuck on the couch last night?” she said with the same breeziness with which she might have asked if they drank a beer.
He chewed the inside of his cheek watching her casually stroll away. “I don’t normally tell,” he said. “But no, if you must know,” he said.
“Do you want to fuck me?” she said.
He popped his eyes out of his head and dropped his chin to his chest. “Whoa!” he said. “What is with you guys?”
She laughed and now pulled a strand of hair through her lips, before pushing off from the counter and sauntering into the room to flop down on the middle of his old and sagging couch. “We have time, I think,” she said. “If you want to. If you hurry.”
“I mean,” he started, and he twisted his head around and grinned blankly at the wall. He couldn’t not grin. But still, these girls, they weren’t like the girls around the ‘hood.
“You so want to, don’t you,” she said, and she smirked.
He turned sideways but found her in the extreme corners of his eyes. She had spread her knees wide apart and caressed the insides of her thighs with her long-nails and pointed fingers.
“I’m not going to say no, of course,” he said.
She leapt up from the couch and ran on the tips of her toes toward him and crashed her body hard against his. “I’m only joking,” she said. “Relax.” She laughed.
But she sank her mouth on his again and licked his teeth with the tip of her tongue. With her hand she reached down between their bodies and clenched her fist around his cock and balls. “Or am I?” she said, and she turned away from him and laughed some more.
He tried to breathe, he tried to steady his legs, he tried to make sense of it.
“It would be more efficient that way, though, would’t it,” she said. She turned away from him and leaned over his couch and gripped the back of it, sticking her hips up toward him behind her. She lifted her knees one at a time onto the cushions and wiggled her kneeling body at him and laughed.
“Anyway,” she said, twisting around and plopping back down on his couch. “People would do better if they learned to say clearly what they want. Nnot like the guys at the office.”
“What about the guys at the office?” Danny said, his fists gripping the edge of the counter behind him as though to tether himself down.
“They obviously want to fuck all three of us,” she said. “The way they look at us, the way they try to flirt with us. But they don’t make it very interesting for us, do they.”
“I wouldn’t know,” he said and he swallowed hard. It was unlike any conversation he had ever had with any woman.
“I can’t figure you out, though,” she said, her eyes narrowing at him. She slumped down deeper into the couch until only her head was propped up against the back of it, knees up higher than her head, and spreading.
“So this is where slave boy is kept,” Kaya’s voice suddenly sang from the back stairs. She laughed her deep and languid laugh and flowed graceful as a gazelle into the main room. Ji-woo followed behind her, barely visible, so small.
“Finally!” Anja said, and she leapt up. “Danny was getting funny ideas about fucking me the longer you took.”
“I was not!” he said, but she pinched his lips together and shook her head and laughed.
“You take things too seriously,” she said.
“Anya! Were you trying to fuck my boyfriend?” Kaya said as they together found his back door and, single-file, ducked under it and slipped outside.
“He might not be that easy,” Anja said, glancing over her shoulder at him where he pulled his door closed behind them.
Making fun of fucking was not something Danny was accustomed to. But he did find it interesting.
Ji-woo slipped her hand around his hand and held it as they came out the end of the yard and into the alley. She continued holding it walking up to the main street, too, Anya and Kaya saying nothing about it and perhaps not even bothering to notice.
“This one?” Anja said, turning into the doorway of the first cafe they came to.
Danny chuckled and shook his head. “No, never,” he said. “Not that one.”
Kaya dropped her head in a tilt and smirked at him. “Why never?” she said.
“Last year,” Danny said, pulling them in closer for another of his tall tales of the ‘hood, “the owner a couple kicked out for kissing at a table.”
“Why did he kick them out?” Kaya said, shocked.
“The couple were two women,” Danny said, and he smirked.
“It is his right to remove them, isn’t it?” she said.
“His right, sure,” Danny said. “Still . . . “ he said, and he paused. “We don’t go here anymore.”
“I wouldn’t let them kiss, either,” Anja said. She snaked her arm through Danny’s arm and hung onto him as they headed up to the next block.
“Why not?”  Danny said.
“You have to have rules,” she said. “They don’t have to go there if they don’t like it. He is the owner so he sets the rules, like them or not.”
Danny held his hand out and wavered it. “Eh,” he said as though caught in a bit of pain about her point. “The real world is maybe not so tightly bolted down.”
“I never know what you’re saying,” Anja said.  She flashed her eyes at him with a smirk. He couldn’t always tell what she was saying, either.
He steered her by bumping his hip into hers into a deeper, older doorway with old disintegrating gold lettering embossed on its glass.  “This place is way better anyway,” he said. “An old street-front law office, from back when everyone was getting arrested around here.”
“Arrested? When was that?” Anja said, alarmed.
“Probably back when your Rodney Jones and Samual Mast were tinkering in their garage somewhere around here,” Danny said.
“Oh!” Anja said, suddenly turning and pushing the front of her body into his. “You must tell about it then!”
She stood way too close and lifted her face up to his chin. “Are we supposed to tip in a cafe, by the way?” she said in a secretive tone.
“Probably, yeah,” Danny said in an equally secretive tone.
“So is that a yes or no? Everything is so ambiguous here,” Anja said.
“We don’t tip in cafes in Korea,” Ji-woo said. “Ever.”
“We do in South Africa,” Kaya said, everybody bumping into each other and talking too closely. “Always.”
“If you feel the person did a nice job, you tip them for it,” Danny said.
“How?” Anja said.
“Just put some money on the machine when you put in your card.”
“How much?”
“Some,” Danny said.
“There has to be an amount — a flat amount? A percentage?”
“Something like that,” he said.
Flustered, she rolled her eyes and huffed at him with bulging eyes. “Everything here is so loose, so made up here. There’s no predictability! There’s no model!” she said through her clenched teeth. She curled her hand into a fist and punched him on his shoulder. “Sorry!” she said. “But I hate it!”
She spun around and approached the barista who waited, head tilted, smile wide and steady, and Anya smiled widely and steadily right back at her.
“Should we discuss the other unique characters around here,” Kaya said, once they got their coffees, “or should we talk about how it used to be when the owners were living here?” They crowded around a single, small, round table in the window of the cafe.
“There’s Jiminy,” Danny said.
“Jimmy?” Ji-woo said.
“No, Jiminy,” he repeated.
She studied his mouth and he said it again for her, slowly.
As she formed the sounds with her slowly twisting lips, Kaya turned to her, and laughed. “Jiminy, Jiminy, Jiminy!” she said.
Anya’s hand snuck under the edge of the table and squeezed him around the top of his thigh. He looked up at her and she made a point of looking away.
He leaned back in his chair and told them about Jiminy. Anya sipped her coffee in one hand and curled her fingers and scratched her nails into the denim of his pants with the other. When he looked at her, she mouthed the words — or, at least he thought he understood her to mouth — “I want you. Badly.”
He tried to steady himself. “The story on Jiminy,” he began, “whether true or not . . . “ he said, but Kaya cut him off.
“I don’t believe any of your stories!” she said and she laughed. “They are all made up!”
“He’s making all the rules up as he goes along, too,” Anya said, protesting, bulging her eyes out. But she was squeezing him down there, too, and scratching at his pants with more determination.
“Do you want to hear about Jiminy or not?” he said, struggling to assert control anywhere he could.
“Tell, tell,” Ji-woo said, leaning forward.
Her face — man oh man, Danny thought. Like a photo.
“So Jiminy, they say, took too much acid one time when he was like 15,” he began again.
“Acid?” Ji-woo said. Her eyes, big, round, and dark, could not have seemed more innocent.
“A drug,” Kaya said.
“Ohhh . . . “ Ji-woo said quietly.
“We have many of the same drugs at home,” Kaya said to him by way of explanation.
“And?” Anya said, her hand sliding unseen further up his leg until he could feel the heat of her flesh next to the growing mound inside his pants. She touched the corner of her lips with the tip of her tongue. She knew exactly what she was doing to him.
He looked at her and she continued looked at him from too close, blinked twice, and raised her eyebrows as though it was perfectly natural she should be squeezing him down there under the table, as though she was only waiting patiently to hear the story. But as soon as he opened his mouth to talk again, she pushed her hand over his cock and balls.
He stumbled over his words, but pushed on. “He took too much one time,” he said, “and he tripped something in his brain, and now he stays high all the time — he never came back down,” he said, looking at Ji-woo and trying to ignore Anya, though it was no better, Ji-Woo’s face so striking. .
Ji-Woo turned to Kaya. Kaya knew why. “High,” she said to her. “On the drugs.”
“Ohhhh,” Ji-woo said, and she looked back at Danny.
“So, that’s why, when you ask him something simple like, how’s he doing, or where he’s going, you get this grin, you get this chuckle, and he rubs his forehead and looks around and he can’t answer you, like maybe you asked him what the square root of pi was,” Danny said.
Ji-woo again looked at Kaya. “Pi, not the kind you eat, the circumference . . . “ she paused. “The math thing,” she decided to say.
“Ohhh,” Ji-woo said again, and she nodded and put those huge innocent and very distracting eyes back on Danny’s eyes. Did she also know what she was doing to him?
“But!” Danny said, and he smirked. “If you do ask him something like what the square root of pi is, he’ll say it like you only asked him his name.”
Kaya leaned back into her chair and widened her eyes and smiled. “Amazing!” she said.
Danny chuckled. “Anything easy, he can’t say. Anything hard, he can say it without thinking. Jiminy.”
“I don’t believe you anyway,” Anya said. She gripped her hand down harder into his balls enough to make him flinch, and she chuckled and caught the tip of her tongue between her gleaming white teeth and smiled. You remember that old Farah Fawcett poster?
“Why do you have so many crazy stories?” Kaya said.
“It’s not me,” Danny said, “it’s the street.”
Anja shot up in her seat and pushed her mouth up into the side of his neck. She poked the hard, wet tip of her tongue around his ear. “I need so bad to fuck you right now,” she whispered, and she laughed and sank back in her chair and looked around the cafe impatiently.
Kaya, slumped back in her chair too, and grinned. “What did she just tell you?” she said.
“No!” Anja squealed, and she covered her face with her hands and fell back in her chair. “Don’t tell her! Anyway, she’s the bad one!”
“You disappoint me, Anja,” Kaya said, and she made a show of shaking her head side to side.
Ji-woo just stared at him as though marveling at him, as though in thrall to him. When he looked at her, she smiled shyly.
“This street,” Danny started again, struggling to refocus the conversation. “It’s always been where the different kinds of people come to,” he said.
“Like you!” Anja said, suddenly shooting forward again. This time, she traced with her fingernail the outline of where his erection stretched under his jeans.
“Meaning?” Kaya said, relaxed and leaning back.
“It’s a tolerant street, it’s where the new waves of immigrants had always started out,” he said. “So that’s who owns the businesses — the immigrants, whichever decade it might be. They got re-started here.”
“But Rodney Jones and Samual Mast were not immigrants,” Kaya said.
“So you’re wrong again smart boy!” Anja said, and she laughed and squeezed his cock too hard and bulged her eyes at him from too close.
“No, they weren’t, but because immigrants ran this street, because they all came from places where they didn’t fit in, the whole tenor of the street has historically been a place where those who don’t fit in elsewhere can fit in here,” he said.
“Immigrants from inside,” Kaya said thoughtfully.
He nodded and looked at Ji-woo.
She clearly was not grasping the bulk of the conversation, but she didn’t seem to mind. She smiled at him serenely and ducked her face with embarrassment when he looked at her.
“Exactly,” he said and he nodded. “Internal immigrants.”
“But that’s not Jones and Mast, either,” Anja said.
“No,” I said. “But they would come here because the spirit and energy of the place, with all the immigrants from abroad, with all the internal immigrants, all of the misfits from one culture or another, the spirit of the place is . . . . “ he trailed off, searching for the word.
“Unpredictable,” Kaya said, and she waited two beats for Anja to look at her with horror on her face, and she burst out laughing. She shot forward in her chair and hung her wrist over Danny’s shoulder and put her mouth next to his ear. “That is the worst thing in the world for her — unpredictability,” she said loud enough for Anya to hear.
Anja shot up, too, and she also hung her wrist over his other shoulder, and pressed her own mouth up next to his other ear. “Don’t listen to anything Kaya says,” she said loud enough for Kaya to hear her, too. “She will catch you like a spider with all of her lies!”
They looked at each other across the front of Danny’s face, both grinning crookedly, both with their eyes sparkling, inspired, excited.
“Do not go to bed with this one,” Kaya said equally privately into his ear, and also just loud enough for Anja to hear. “She will tease you and taunt you and then she will throw you away!” she said, and she made a mock-appalled face to share with the truly appalled face of Anya.
Anja dropped her head back and laughed. “And if you take this one to be, she will marry you and make you go back to her tiny village where you’ll have to milk goats and feed chickens!” she said.
Kaya began to heave with barely-stifled laughter. “I cannot tell if that is what you really think South Africa is like!” she said. She kissed Danny’s ear. “If you fuck her, she will want to be fucked all the time, she will wear you out!” she said.
Now it was Anja’s turn to jiggle with stifled laughter. She regained control of herself enough to bite her tongue and bring her mouth close to his ear again. “And if you fuck her, her family will give your family an entire herd of cattle!” she said.
They both fell back in their chairs and were unable to stop themselves laughing. Danny looked across to Ji-woo. “How do you manage to live with these two?” he said.
Ji-woo was about to answer, but both Anja and Kaya shot up and together they covered Ji-woo’s mouth and ears with their hands. “She is the worst one!” Kaya said.
“She is so bad, you would not believe!” Anja said.
Ji-Woo shrugged as though unaware of what they could mean.
Danny fell back in his seat and surreptitiously scanned around himself left and right, checking if anyone in the bustling cafe was overhearing any part of what was going on at his table. He sipped his coffee and leaned down over the table to stare closely at the middle of it. 
They were from far away. How long they were meant to be in town for, he didn’t know. They appeared in the house above his basement one day, and three, four, maybe five days later, here he was in the cafe with them, laughing, teasing, playing, and talking about things he’d never talked with any girl about before.
“How long . . . “ he began, intending to check when they were scheduled to leave for home again.
But Anja cut him off — and had misinterpreted what he was intending to ask. “Over four months!” she said.
“And me, not for over six months!” Kaya said.
They both bulged their eyes at him and shook their heads as though to convey how unbelievable it was.
Danny squinted, unsure what they were referring to. Kaya leaned over to Ji-woo and whispered in her ear, and Ji-woo reddened in her face and looked down and grinned. She lifted her face to Kaya’s ear and Kaya listened, and then gasped and covered her mouth.
Anja laughed and leaned over, urging Kaya to tell her what Ji-woo said. So Kaya did — and Anja gasped, too, and covered her mouth and shot her wide eyes at Danny and grinned behind her hand.
When Danny frowned with confusion at her, Anja leaned over and cupped her hand around his ear. She slid her hand over his mound, too, as though that was now normal to do. Ji-woo squealed and tried to reach Anja’s arm to pull her away, but Anja laughed and fended her off.
“She hasn’t had sex for over a year!” Anja said into his ear.
Ji-woo grinned and looked away and covered her mouth.
Danny realized then that they had misinterpreted what he was asking, and realized only then what Anja’s four months and Kaya’s six months meant. He swallowed hard and straightened up in his chair.
Anja leaned back and in a voice now back to normal volume, she said, “So do you think you can help us with that?” She looked at him with a pleasant, patient expression, as though she asked him for cream for her coffee.
“Yes,” Kaya said, also taking on her normal-volume voice again, and she leaned back in her chair. “Do you think you can help there?”
He looked across the table at Ji-woo. She blushed again, she darted her face away and found him through the corners of her eyes, and she rolled them and shook her head and bit her lips.
“We need to learn about the culture of this place,” Anja said. “You should be our teacher.”
“Maybe also,” Kaya said, “you can teach this one that maybe everything isn’t straight and precise, and that life can have a little breaking of the rules and it would be okay.” She sipped her coffee and narrowed her eyes at Danny. “Teach her that systems work better when there’s a little tolerance in the machinery.”
“I know that!” Anja said to Kaya, and she tsk’d her and glared at her. “And then maybe you can teach this one here,” she said, and she kicked at Kaya’s long shin, “that we need at least a few rules or we’re just animals,” she said.
“Ok!” Kaya suddenly announced. “Me and Ji-woo need to go, we have that thing to do,” she said.
Ji-woo got up with her. “We have to do interviews on Zoom,” she explained to Danny.
Danny turned to Anja. “I did mine yesterday,” she said and she shrugged one shoulder. “So I get you all to myself now.” She laughed and stuck her tongue out at him.
Kaya and Ji-woo went back down the sidewalk and home, and Danny took Anja up the other way to show her some interesting stores. They needed to step around the outstretched legs of River.
“His real name?” Anja said.
“I think actually, yes,” Danny said. “He lives here.”
Anja looked over her shoulder and around herself. “Like here, here?” she said.
“River’s Corner, we call this,” Danny said and he snorted lightly. He handed a $5 bill down to River.
“Danny my boy!” River cried out with a wide, toothless smile. “You are my friend.”
They walked on.
“I talk a big game,” Anja said, “but I don’t actually have a lot of experience when it comes to different sorts of people.”
“Like different economically, you mean?” he said.
“That, and . . . “ she said, trailing off. “They all seem to know you — they all seem to like you,” she said.
“It’s a thin line,” he said.
“What is?”
He turned to her as they strolled up past a picture-window. “I’m one of them, essentially,” he said. “It’s how I ended up in this neighborhood too.”
“But you’re different,” she said.
“I’m different to you, because I’m one of them that fit in down here.”
“I’m afraid of people like that, like River,” she said. “Crowman. Bristles. Inside-out Man.”
“Upside-Down Man,” Danny corrected her.
“I don’t understand them,” she said.
“It’s just luck,” Danny said. “A lot of it.”
They turned into an old vinyl record store and began flipping through shelves of faded multi-colored covers. “I could have been homeless,” he said.
“Not someone like you,” she said.
“When you think about it,” he said, picking up an old album with an ape tasting a cake on the cover, “how we’re all descended from a long line of extremely lucky people,” he said. “Not only those who survived to become adults, but also managed to mate and then raise at least one child to adulthood without either of them dying, and you multiply that probability by about twelve thousand times. We’re extremely lucky to just be here.”
He bought the record.
“You actually have a record player for this?” she said.
“I’ll show you,” he said.
They came in the back door to his basement. Ji-woo and Kaya were upstairs on their Zoom interviews. Anja and Danny took off their coats and shoes. Anja wondered around his basement apartment examining his books and pictures. She found the bedroom and lingered at the door, leaning against the frame of it.
Danny bent over his record player and eased the needle down into the grooves of the record, and gently shut the smoked plastic lid. He put the B-side on first, and the wild guitar whining intro of Bob Weston filled the basement. 
Anja smiled and stepped backward into the darkness of his bedroom. She began to sway to the song, to move her shoulders and hips, and to roll her head back and she laughed. But she kept moving, hips, arms, and head, letting her blonde hair fall down over her face the more the hard and fast song filled her.
“Who is this?” she said, lifting her glazed eyes to his.
He had come in after her. When he reached for the light, she took his wrist in her hand and held it down.
“No,” she said. She danced, swaying, against him, and found his waist with her hands.
“Fleetwood Mac,” he said. “It’s like 50 years old, this one.”
“Will you take me to bed?” she said, even while she backed up to the edge of it and rocked side to side, she brought one knee and then the other up onto it.
Danny followed, coming to kneel on his bed facing her.
“I’m nervous, though,” she said.
“You? After the way you were talking all day?” he said.
She looked sideways and bit her lip and pulled more of her wild blonde hair down over her face.
“I talk big, but I’m actually scared,” she said.
She pushed her arms straight up toward the ceiling and waited a moment for him to understand to pull her sweater up and over her head and off her body.
When he did, she dropped her jaw wide open and shivered with her breath: she pulled his sweater, and then his t-shirt, up over his head, too, and she pressed her near-nude body against his stripped torso. She was wearing a black satin bra.
“I talk a lot about sex,” she said quietly. “But deep down, I don’t really know very much about it.”
“You seem to know your way around it well enough,” he said, and he glanced down where her fingers, agile and smooth, worked at his belt and the button of his jeans.
She snorted and rolled her eyes at him. “Help me,” she said.
He undid his jeans and stood up at the foot of the bed and pulled them down.
She hopped up to stand on the foot of the bed to rise over him, and she quickly undid her own jeans and used his bare shoulder for balance as she pushed them down and kicked her legs to work them off.
“These too,” she said, and she hooked her thumbs in the waist of her black satin panties. She paused, bent at her waist and knees, until he also hooked his thumbs in the waist of his shorts, and she laughed and said, “one, two, three!” They both laughed and stripped their undies off. She remained in only her black full-cup bra.
He came back up onto his knees and she came down onto her knees, and they came together again, this time kissing. Skin pressed against skin.
“I come from a place where everyone is expected to be very knowledgeable about it and at ease on the subject,” she said. “But somehow I missed all that, and now,” she said, and she kissed him again to hide her embarrassment. “Now, it’s embarrassing to know so little — to have so little experience.”
“You?” he said.
“I know, right?” she said. She lowered herself down to her elbows and knees, her ass sticking up, her blonde strands falling down, and she caressed his cock in her palm.
“I know a few things,” she said, twisting and straining to look up to him, and she kissed the tip of the head of his cock, pressed her lips harder against it, and let it pop into her mouth.
Danny leaned back in his kneeling and combed her hair away from her face to look down and watch his cock disappear between her lips, and re-emerge slick and glistening.
“Jesus Christ, Anja, he said.
She pulled off him and stroked him in her hand and chuckled. “I’m not completely useless,” she said.
He laughed and pushed her shoulders, but she yelped and squealed and fought against falling backward. He pushed again and she cried out, half-laughing, half-crying, “No!”
But he seized her thin ankles in his hands and yanked them, forcing her to roll onto her back in front of him. He spread her legs and came down onto his hands and knees.
But Anja struggled more than what a merely playful girl might. She writhed onto her side and pulled her knees up and flailed her head side to side. She continued to yelp and squeal, even when he stopped pushing her hips down into the bed or attempting to pry her knees apart.
When he finally let her turn herself away and let go, she rolled back flat onto her back, her knees up but pressed together.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“It’s not you,” she said. “So far from it.”
“We don’t have to,” he said.
“But I want to.”
“But . . . “
“I know!” she cried out loud, and she covered her face with her hands. “I hate it!” she said through her palms.
“We don’t have to,” he said.
She pulled her hands away and began to spread her knees, if only a few inches. “I want it,” she said quietly.
He looked down into her pure blonde floss, barely visible.
“But?” he said.
“But I’m afraid,” she said.
“Of what?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“This might be the only time you actually can tell someone. You’re away from home, nobody knows you here.”
She peered at him with the sheet pulled over most of her face leaving only her eyes. “Will you laugh?” she said.
“Of course not,” he said.
She looked sideways and then back at him. “It’s embarrassing,” she said.
“Nothing can be embarrassing between us — we hardly know each other.”
“Promise not to laugh,” she said.
“Of course not,” he said.
“Promise!”
“Okay, I promise, I won’t laugh.”
“Put your ear here,” she said, and she uncovered her mouth.
He laid down lightly over her body and put his ear to her mouth.
She sighed. She snorted. She groaned and she moaned and she kicked her feet and she rolled her face away and back again. “Okay,” she said.
“Okay,” he said.
“I will tell you.”
“Okay.”
She sighed again. Then she held his head still in both her hands and put her lips closer to his ear. “I’m afraid of peeing — it feels like I’m going to pee when I get . . . “ she said, and she paused. “When I get too excited.”
He carefully guided her head to the side . She laughed nervously. He put his mouth against her ear. “Do you need to pee now?” he said.
She shook her head “No.”
“I don’t think it’s pee,” he said.
She took his head in her hands like he had her head, and she put her mouth to his ear. “It feels like I’m peeing, though,” she said.
“When?” he said.
“Don’t make me say it.”
“You have to.”
She kicked her feet and punched her curled fists into the bed. “You’re so not fair!” she said.
“Tell me,” he said.
“Fine!” she said in an angry whisper and she turned his head again to the side. “When I try to make myself cum,” she said.
He thought about it a moment, “That’s not pee,” he said.
“It feels like it,” she said.
“Okay,” he said. “Let’s say it is, why don’t we try and just let it go.”
“No!” she squealed. “All over your bed and . . . “ she paused. “ . . . in your mouth?!”
“But let’s say it doesn’t matter to me,” he said. “Now’s your chance.” He wondered why she thought instantly of his mouth getting it.
“That’s sick!” she said.
“Just let it go, let’s say it doesn’t matter.”
“How can it not matter, peeing on a person!” she said, and she lightly slapped his face. “Peeing in his mouth!”
There was the mouth again. “I don’t think it’s pee,” he said. “But if I’m wrong, I mean look at me, look who my friends are, look how I live,” he said. “Look what I do for a living.”
“It feels out of control,” she said.
“You have to let go of control,” he said.
“I never let go of control.”
He seized her ankles in his hands and pulled them up hard and fast, making her body slide under him. “Now you will.”
She cried “No!” but she bit her finger and allowed her legs to be spread open under him. He adjusted himself down lower over her.
She shivered. “Just do it a little bit but then stop,” she said.
“I’ll stop when you say to stop,” he said.
“Promise!” she said.
“I promise,” he said.
Her legs parted for him further.
He ducked down and kissed her just under her belly button. She snickered and snorted. He kissed her over her hips. She moaned lightly and laughed. When he nudged his nose between her thighs, she opened her legs.
“Just a little,” she said.
“Just a little,” he repeated.
He kissed the inside of her thigh. Her head pressed back into the pillows. He dabbed the tip of his tongue all around her, and she bit her lip and shivered throughout her body. He ran the tip of his tongue through the crease between her thighs and her gap, and she inhaled sharply and dropped her chin down.
“Enough,” she said.
“I haven’t started yet,” he said.
“I have to go pee, though,” she said.
“No you don’t.”
“You’re going to make me.”
“It’s not pee.”
“You’re so cruel,” she said.
He kissed lightly as air the tips of her filling and wettening lips. She punched the bed and thrashed her head side to side.
“Have to pee!” she cried out through her clenched teeth, hushed.
“No you don’t,” he said.
“You’re so mean!” she said.
He ran his tongue through the seeping seam of her pussy lips and her body shivered and her toes curled down.
“What are you doing?” she groaned through a grimace.
“I’m going down on you,” he said.
“Oh my fucking god,” she moaned, and she pressed her head further back into the pillows.
He used his fingers to part her lips and he kissed her there. He ran his tongue through her.
Her body lifted off the bed and stiffened all over.
He kissed her all over her pussy and then licked her again, this time uncovering her clitoris.
She kicked her legs up and down and rolled her head side to side. She bit the pillow and clenched her eyes.
He exposed her clitoris from under its hood and gently kissed it with his pursed lips.
Her hips lifted up off the bed and she cried with pants and gasps.
He flicked his tongue over her and she inhaled sharply and held her breath. Her body went as rigid as a plank and her back arched as deeply as a ballerina’s.
“Okay okay okay,” she pleaded. “Really going to pee now!” she said, barely able to talk.
He didn’t stop, though. She didn’t say to.
Her body writhed under him. It bucked and leapt. He continued to tease her, to kiss her. Her body went impossibly tense and every muscle in her seemed to turn to stone.
He licked her again, and she inhaled more deeply and stretched so far back, she faced the wall behind her upside down, on the top of her head. Her hips pushed up into his face and vibrated. Her body arced under him from her heels to her head.
He licked her there again and she clamped herself down as hard as she could. But it was no good. When he touched his tongue to her one more time, she exploded.
She was unable to stop, either. She pushed his head out from between her legs but her body danced and vibrated all over his bead.
She felt like she was deflating like a balloon. She felt like she was draining out all over his bed.
She felt like she was peeing.
And she couldn’t stop.
She rolled onto her side when she began to resuscitate, and pulled her knees up to her chest.
“You should have stopped,” she groaned.
“It was amazing,” he said.
“I peed all over you and your bed and I told you I would!” she said to the wall.
“You didn’t pee,” he said.
She quickly spun her head over to him behind her and glared angrily at him. “I did!” she said, and she turned back to the wall.
“There’s no pee,” he said.
She took a few long seconds, but soon her hand came out and patted the bed between them. Slowly she rolled over and got up on her hands and knees, and she patted the bed all over. She got down lower and examined it. She pushed him and looked and felt under him. Then she felt his face, her thighs, and her stomach. Finally, she collapsed onto her side again.
“It felt like peeing,” she said.
“No wonder you fought so hard to not let go,” he said.
She rolled her head over again. “Are you laughing at me?” she said.
“Of course not,” he said.
She rolled toward him and, pausing a moment, she threw her arms around him and kissed him. “Oh my god,” she said, and she covered her mouth and laughed. “I think I just orgasmed for like the first time in my life!” she said.
“What do you mean?” he said.
She laughed again and covered her mouth. “Oh my god!” she said again. “I can’t believe how incredible that felt!”
“Are you being serious?” he said.
“I don’t think I ever let myself cum before,” she said. “I certainly never experienced something like that before, whatever that was.”
“It felt good?” he said.
She screamed and laughed and rolled over on top of him and kissed him all over his face and neck and shoulders and chest. “Oh my god, yes!” she cried out loud. “That was amazing!”
He hugged her. His cock, hard, pushed against her pussy lips where she had pinned it up against his stomach.
“You want to don’t you,” she said.
“I’m not sure we should.”
“We shouldn’t,” she agreed.
“Anyways, Kaya already did.”
“We didn’t do that,” he said.
“I don’t believe you,” she said. “Anyway, we all agreed not to do that with you, so she broke the rule already!”
“But she didn’t,” he said.
She moved her body up and down over his. Her pussy lips, still wet and raw, dragged and leaked up and down on the underside of his cock. “Do you swear?” she said.
“Hope to die,” he said.
She cocked her head sideways and jutted her jaw.
“Of course I swear,” he said.
She moved further down against him. “You can touch it but you cannot go inside me,” she said.
“We don’t have to,” he said.
“Just a little, if you want,” she said.
She moved a little further down, and the head of his cock pressed into the lips of her pussy. “It feels so good,” she said.
“We shouldn’t,” he said.
“Just one little one.”
“Just for a second.”
“Just one inch,” she said, and she laughed. “Just to see.”
“See what?” he said.
But she ignored his question. She curled her hips back and pressed her chest down into his chest. The head of his cock pressed up into the crease of her pussy lips, and she exhaled and laid her cheek on his chest. She let the head of his cock enter the lips of her pussy. But she didn’t pull back up and off him.
He rubbed her waist and gasped.
She curled her hips and took more of him inside her. “Just a bit more,” she said.
“You promised each other?” he said.
She exhaled into his neck and contorted in her waist and hips and sank her pussy all the way — slowly — down the length of his shaft until their pubic bones met. “It’s all your fault,” she groaned.
She uncurled her hips and pulled back up and off him and she pulled herself up to sit on his thighs with his cock poking up between her legs where she could stroke it with both hands like it was her own. “That’s all we can do,” she said.
“I agree,” he said.
She lifted her body on her knees and gripped his cock in one hand to draw the head back and forth through the lips of her pussy. When he lifted his eyes to hers where they hovered high over him, she laughed and bit her lip. She thrusted her free hand into the wall over his head and sank herself down on him, taking the head of his cock back inside her pussy lips. They stretched around him, they clung to him, and they grasped at him, suckled at him.
Her straw blonde hair hung down like a sunshine-lit curtain around his face. He reached up and cupped her breasts, still inside her black bra, and he caressed them and felt her nipples with his thumbs.
“You shouldn’t do that,” she whispered.
“Why not?” he said, continuing to tease her.
“Because I think I might have to pee again,” she said, and she squealed and laughed and let go of his cock. Her knees spread on his bed and her hips came down over his hips.
Her pussy, hot, wet, and tight, enveloped him completely. She grinded herself down on him and lifted up again, but did not separate herself from him this time, but rather plunged herself down on him harder, deeper, and with more noise.
He stretched back and clenched his eyes and wrapped his hands around her waist. She pressed both hands into the wall above his head and rocked on him harder, faster, and deeper. His bed began to slam the wall. Her hair began to sweep back and forth over his face. His breath began to stop and start, and she felt the tension in her body rise and fall ever higher with each mutual thrust.
“Oh my god,” she squeezed out, barely.
Her body began to seize down on his and vibrate uncontrollably.
It was too much for him, and he went hard throughout his body, too.
She arched deeply in her back and flung her arms behind her to wrap her hands around his ankles. Her body, stretched out in front of him, curled back impossibly sharp.
She flopped on him and twisted around so that she came to lie on her back on his chest, and she snatched at his cock and stuffed it inside her. Laying on him like that, she bucked and twisted.
He reached around her body and found her clitoris with his fingers and he touched her.
“Fuck!” she cried out loud, and she seized up in her body from neck to toes and went still. But inside her pussy, her muscles undulated and gripped him, they massaged him and stroked him, and he had no resistance left in him, and he exploded inside her pussy.
She screamed. And then she rolled off him and snuggled up against him and hugged his side.
While he fell into a kind of sleep, she bit his ear. “This time I’m sure,” she said.
“Of what,” he moaned barely able to remain conscious.
“You made me orgasm again — and it was even harder this time,” she said, and she laughed and kissed him all over.
“Hungry, man of mine?” she said.
He murmured and she laughed and rolled out of his bed and tugged him by his wrist. They dressed and staggered to the stairs and helped each other get up inside the closet above.
They came together, sheepishly, into the kitchen where Kaya and Ji-woo already were making something.
Kaya turned and put one hand on her hip and looked at Anja with judgement in her eyes. “I thought you said,” she began.
“So maybe I broke a rule,” Anja said.
“What? I didn’t hear you,” Kaya said, and she made a show of turning her head sideways and cupping her ear.
“I broke a rule, so what,” Anja said, and she smirked.
“I am surprised you did not break his bed,” Kaya said.
“You were listening?” Anja said, feigning shock.
Kaya looked at Ji-woo. Ji-woo laughed and covered her mouth. “The bed was banging the wall,” she said. “During our zoom.”
“Oh my god,” Anja said, and she smirked and covered her face with her hand, too, and looked at Danny.
“Don’t look at me, I didn’t start it,” he said, surprising himself with his new-found ease about the subject.
“Mr. Demolition Man,” Kaya said. “Breaking all the girls down, one after the other.”
“Not all,” Ji-woo said quietly.
Everyone spun around to look at her, and she squealed and ran away to the other room, laughing.
“You have to now,” Anja said to him.
“No he doesn’t!” Ji-woo shouted from the other room.
“He does,” Kaya said and she nodded.
“Do I even get a choice in this?” Danny said.
Both Kaya and Anja shouted “No!” at the same time, and they laughed and wrapped arms around each other’s waists and strolled into the other room together carrying plates.
“Well help yourself to some dinner,” Anja said over her shoulder. “You need to build up your strength!”
“He doesn’t need to,” Ji-woo said.
“Yes he does,” Kaya and Anja both said together, and they both laughed.
Danny glanced at Ji-woo.
She looked quickly away from him, but then got brave and looked back at him through her fingers.
“This seems wrong,” Danny said, scooping up the food with a spoon.
“Slave boy,” Kaya said to him, and he shot his gaze to her. “Made you look,” she said and she laughed. “If you don’t do it, think how jealous Ji-woo will get. So you must. Everything must be kept even, or we’ll start fighting up here.”
Anja snorted and kicked her heel out into Kaya’s thigh. “He said you and him didn’t do it, though.”
“We didn’t, not that, not like you,” Kaya said. “I was trying to be decent, but you don’t care about such things, obviously.”
Anja laughed out loud. “Oh no! You just blow job him on the couch with Ji-woo just down the hallway!” she cried out loud.
“Nobody knew because at least we remained quiet about it,” Kaya said. “We were at least decent,” she said and she looked hard at Anya.
“I knew you did, though,” Ji-woo said.
“How did you know?” Kaya said.
“I watched,” she said, and she looked at Danny.
She didn’t move her eyes away from his either.
That Ji-Woo, Danny thought. There was something different again about her. 




Chapter 3

Kaya, Anja, and Ji-woo — and also Danny, following along as though he belonged up there with them — came into the living room in single file, each carrying their plate of food steaming from the big pot on the stove in the kitchen. They sat in a row down the length of the couch, Danny right in there taking up the middle, of course, and they all put their feet up on the coffee table at the same time, too. Anja found the show and the big screen on the opposite wall fell into a deep black opaqueness before coming to life with all the colors of an American mid-west fall. This was some college comedy flick they were assigned to watch, and to study, by their “culture instructor” at their behemoth global tech company.
“Is this what it’s really like for people our age over here?” Kaya said.
“No, hardly,” Danny said, and he snorted and chuckled. “I mean, look at them,” he said, gesturing with his chin to the characters walking and laughing together on the screen. “Not everybody goes to college, for one thing,” he said. He squinted, holding himself back from saying “Me, for instance,” especially in the company of three such highly-accomplished and recent university graduates themselves.
Anja rotated her head slowly to face Danny beside her, and in an even slower, dead-pan delivery, she said, “She means us, here, doing this. Is this, here, what it’s like for people over here?”
“Oh!” Danny said, and he nodded deeply, getting it now.
“Oh!” Kaya said, imitating him, and she laughed. “I know it is nothing like that,” she said, gesturing to the screen with her chin like Danny did. “This is just some bullshit our instructor thinks is going to teach us about American culture. But like Anja said, is this here, what we’re doing now, us, what people live like here?”
Danny scooped couscous and shreds of cayenne roasted chicken up in his fork and slowly chewed as though deeply pondering her query. Anja and Ji-woo also scooped up forkfuls and watched him, everyone quiet, everyone waiting.
“Actually, yeah, mostly,” he finally said. “Hanging out, making food, watching a show. Pretty much just like this,” he said, but he paused. “ . . . except for a couple of details.”
“What are the couple of details?” Anja said to him, betraying her innocent expression with slight curls pulling up at the corners of her mouth. She pushed her hand into her mess of straw-like blonde hair that stuck out all over, but as always, in that just so way.
Danny was tempted to say something like, “Details being, a guy like me living inside a model photo shoot like you three,” but he refrained.
“Yes, what details?” Kaya said, also grinning crookedly. Her super-long legs, so smooth and dark and shimmering, reflected the screen, she was so statuesque — even when slumping in a couch.
Ji-woo snickered and pushed herself up against his side and flicked her toe over and back at his toe where they jostled each other on the tabletop.
“I didn’t think I’d have to say it out loud,” Danny said.
“Are you shy to talk about such things?” Kaya said. She had challenge in her voice, like she always did. 
“He’s shy,” Anja said, and she nodded with decisive conclusion in her mind. Her eyes widened and her pupils dilated, though. Then she spun away from him and collapsed back into the couch and curled her toes over. “But he wasn’t very shy earlier today, I can confirm that,” she said and she snickered.
Everybody but Danny laughed. The three of them had earlier changed into their hang-around-home clothes, and though an earlier Danny would have found it a highly charged atmosphere that would have threatened to choke him with bashfulness, he discovered he could actually achieve a sort of steady-state in himself being around them, so long as he didn’t let his imagination get carried away with it. If he focused, that is, on how they were regular people, he could remain okay.
But that was hard to do, of course. Long, thin South African Kaya, smooth and creamy like dark coffee, wore black satin cami shorts and a deep crimson satin halter that hung loosely and billowing down her chest, where it was barely held up by the slimmest of shoulder straps. Fit and utterly proportional Norwegian Anja, just as creamy, but more like coffee that was more milk than beans, wore long blue scrubs, tied at the waist and the ankles with wide ribbons, but with long, revealing slits at their hips showing the hips of her white hipster panties when she walked, plus a white college lace-neck top, crop cut and showing nearly, but not quite, the bottoms of the cups of her bra — unless she walked around, in which case, they became obvious, and which she did a lot of, even choosing to lift her legs high to cross over Danny’s stretched out legs, rather than go around the table, over and over again, forgetting this and forgetting that, her toes dragging over his thighs each time as she crossed, and she chuckled to herself.
Ji-woo, the compact Korean one, was the most conservative of them all, dressed in straight-cut light-blue pajama shirt with huge white buttons, and loose-fitting pants, a print pattern of tiny white teddy bears all over them.
They made Danny go down and change, too, “so as not to be different,” they said. He came up in his olive green polyester joggers with elastics around the ankles, and a box-cut t-shirt, black, with some random line drawing of a face on it in white. They were all barefoot. They had all achieved a level of comfort with each other. No one needed to encourage Danny to help himself to the food one of them made anymore, for instance. He didn’t have to creep out of the closet with the trap door to his basement hovel, and knock on the wall like it was a door and come bobbing and weaving into the kitchen anymore, either. They had all, in a word, become relaxed with each other.
Relaxed, yes, but the teasing, the sexual innuendos, and the playfulness that could turn serious on a dime, continued, and it kept Danny on the edge. It was that time of life for all of them, that early 20s time filled with experimentation with freed personas, explorations with liberated bodies, and excursions into new territories with released minds. It helped that the three girls, coming from three points in the world probably the furthest apart possible, Norway, Korea, and South Africa, were brought together with that boy on the North American west coast precisely at ground zero of the most tolerant neighborhood in the most tolerant city on the whole tolerant continent. It was, Danny thought to himself, while wedged between little Korean Ji-woo and entrancing Norwegian Anja, with beguiling South African Kaya on Anja’s other side, the kind of scene he knew he’d be reminiscing about in his mid-40s, about when he expected he’d be thinking back to times like these, before committments and complications of adult life clouded everything up.
He just didn’t think — up until a couple of weeks ago — that a guy like him would get to have memories like these. Maybe, he thought, though he was a proud demolition man, it wasn’t strictly necessary to always blow everything up and knock it all down. This, for example, hanging out on a couch with three hot international girls eating couscous and spicy chicken — a new discovery for him — and watching shows, everybody in their relaxed home wear, was something — maybe the first thing ever — he maybe didn’t want to destroy so quickly.
It was nice. It was comfortable. It was relaxing. And it was a few other good things, too. No, he thought, some things maybe should not be destroyed after all.
“We decided — all of us,” Kaya said, not taking her eyes off the screen on the opposite wall, “that it is time.”
Danny leaned forward far enough to see over the front of Anja’s body to Kaya on her far side.
“Time?” he said.
Kaya turned to him over the front of Anja. “Ji-woo needs to be . . . . “ she paused, missing the correct word.
“ . . . looked after,” Anja said in a private voice, turning to him. Her face was close enough to his for them to kiss. It’s how she had been with him and around him since they had had their “time together” downstairs in his bed. It was more than the comfort and familiarity of friends, obviously, yet given what happened with Kaya the night before and how they all talked so openly about it, he wouldn’t go so far as to say they were like lovers, he and Anja, either. Yet here she was, her eyes two inches from his and darting back and forth, wide and dilated, her grin crooked, her scent intoxicating and sexual — here she was, he couldn’t break from from thinking, looking like his lover.
He swallowed. Ji-woo, on his other side, pressed her body into his back as though to hide there. He felt her breath on his arm, her weight in his side, and her fingernails in his shirt, as though she was trying to pull it over her face. Her heard her squeal behind him, but dared not turn around to find her. He could feel her heat on his skin.
“Looked after?” he said.
“Do not look so scared,” Kaya said. She leaned over sideways and rested her chin on Anya’s shoulder from behind. Her hand snaked around Anja’s side and she hugged her, gripping her ribs where they were bared by her crop-cut college top, pulling her back against her body in front of him. Anja allowed herself to be pulled back into her. “You were not scared of our Anja, were you?” she said.
Anja bit her lip and ducked her face down and grinned up at him. “You were pretty good, too,” she said in a tinier voice, and she bit her lip at him.
“It is safer this way, is it not?” Kaya said. Her hands roamed around Anja’s body.
Anja flopped back down into the back of the couch and lifted her knees up to catch her toes on the edge of the table. “Keep it all in-house, right?” she said, and she laughed and cupped her hand over her grinning mouth.
“Just be careful,” Kaya said.
Danny said, “Okay,” but both Anja and Kaya burst out laughing at him.
“I was telling Ji-woo to be careful with you!” she said. “Come on,” she said to Anja, and she stood up and extended her hand down to Anja’s.
Anja snickered and got up and took Kaya’s hand and they both stepped over the coffee table.
“We are going to bed now, to let the two of you have some privacy,” she said, and she grinned. “I told you, it is time.”
Anja laughed and they held hands walking down the hallway together and away. She waved a tiny wave to Danny and she blew him a kiss before her and Kaya dropped their hands and went into their own bedrooms and (nearly) shut their doors.
Danny turned to Ji-woo who remained hiding in his shirt behind his back. She squealed and looked away, pressing her cheek into his back.
She wore rectangular rim glasses at night and her hair was multicolored, long and straight, flowing and full, the kind of thing you want to plunge your hands into. Her face, at once studious and innocent, betrayed, in the corners of her mouth and the flare of her eyes, thoughts that didn’t belong inside there. When she bravely flopped back into the couch beside him and laid her arms out, her palms up on the cushions beside her hips, and laid her head back into the cushions behind her, she looked at her most captivating: smart, self-knowing, and relaxed in and with herself. Her concave body conformed to the sag of the couch.
“I don’t even know what they’re talking about,” she said, and she pouted her bottom lip out, shook her head, and shrugged her shoulders. But her grin gave away that she absolutely knew what they meant.
“Nor do I,” Danny said. He wasn’t going to be the one, was he. Two could play.
“So what did Anja do to you, anyway?” Ji-woo said. Her portrayal of complete innocence was stirring. It was convincing.
“You already know,” Danny said, and he smirked and snorted. He couldn’t look at her anymore.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I think you have to show me.” Her eyes went wider.
They held each other’s gaze silently for what felt like a minute, but was actually only a few seconds. “You have to teach me,” she said in a quieter voice. “What they do here, Mr. Better Culture Instructor.”
The way she remained conformed to the couch, her arms completely relaxed, her legs stretched out, her head leaning back into the cushions behind her, the way she was completely at ease, even while needling him to speak about what he and Anja did that made so much noise throughout the house, left him feeling like he had riden a raft out onto some new, unknown lake, and like he hadn’t fully assessed the dangers yet. This girl was different again — she had unknown sides to her, it seemed. They all did.
She snorted and gripped the side of his t-shirt in her pinching finger and thumb, and pulled herself up beside him. She put her mouth to his ear and she exhaled with a tiny, escaping, high-pitched moan. “I want you to break me, Mr. Demolition Man,” she groaned into his ear. “I want you to blow me up.”
He pulled away from her and snickered with nervousness. But she slipped her cool, soft hand around his neck and pulled herself up closer against him. She wagged her tongue out of her mouth, small and pink, and she squealed and laughed. Her eyes lit up like searchlights. She pulled his t-shirt up and rolled up onto her knees to sit on her calves at his side, and she struggled with her arms and hands to get past his arms and hands that blocked her, and she tugged at the waist of his pants and pulled at the knot that held them up.
“But Ji-woo,” he said.
She flared her eyes at him and jutted her jaw, clenching her teeth. She pulled with all her fingers at the waist of his jogging pants, lossening the tie to the point the ends snaked away into the loops.
“I always thought you were so quiet and cautious,” he said.
She only jutted her small, pointed jaw further out, widened her big dark eyes even wider, and made them appear even more enraged. She fought him off and pulled at the ankles of his jogging pants until he flopped backward, and she pulled down his pants down and off him completely.
“I’m so not those things!” she said to him through gritted teeth, and she tore at him until he relented and allowed her to pull his t-shirt up and over his head as well.
He twisted sideways, pulled his feet up onto the couch, and pushed his ankles into the cushions to slide back from her until his back came against the far arm of the couch.
She followed him down the length of the cushions, bending over, biting at his nipples, clawing at his stomach, and tearing at his shorts. He was naked by the time he sank the back of his head down into the arm of the couch, most easily defeated by the smallest one of them all.
Frantic and unsatisfied, she stood up on the couch and wavered on the cushions like a first-time surfer. She skipped the unbuttoning of her top to fling it up and over her head and she tossed it aside. She pulled her pajama bottoms down, too, and then, without hesitation, she hooked her thumbs in the waist of her tight, low, blue panties, bent at her waist and knees, and pushed them down and off and kicked her feet to get free of them.
Danny, having never been attacked quite like that before, could only stare. And stare he did, all over her completely naked body, and her pussy, too, bare and bald, smooth as cream — as though it was naturally that way, which it was. There were maybe six hairs in total, fine and grouped above her folds, barely visible at all.
She was obviously the by far the lightest of them, yet she was also the most wirey and the most insistent, as well. She pushed his hands away from where he cupped them over his cock and balls, cowering from her, and she instantly slurped noisily at his cock and flicked it up with her tongue to sink her impossibly tiny mouth down the full length of it. She was not a big believer in taking one’s time, Danny learned. She was a big believer in any form of subtlety, once alone.
He needed to blink and shake his head and look down at his body, when she pushed her mouth all the way down over his cock. They were both completely naked. How? When? He watched the back of her head bob in his lap with blurring frequency and he felt as though for the first time the suction of the cheeks, the lapping of the tongue, and the vibration of her moan, and he rolled his eyes back into his head and sank his shoulders deeper into the arm of the couch behind him. This was not what he expected of Ji-woo — tiny, quiet, obsequious Ji-woo — not what he thought she would be like at all.
She came up noisily and sloppily off his cock and scrambled up over his body, pushing his face back and his head down, until, kneeling over his mouth, she seized the hair on top of his head in her tiny fist, and brought her hips, quavering and tight, over his face. She lowered her pussy, smooth, glistening, and full, down over his mouth.
Like that she drew her shaking uneven hips up and curled them down with her curving back, and she dragged her humid and leaking pussy lips up and back over his mouth, and eventually his tongue that he played out for her. She eventually pushed both her hands into his hair and cradled his head in her palms. She curved over in her back and used her hands on the sides of his head to guide him, to direct his mouth over and around her pussy, and to press him harder against her down there, harder than he himself knew to do.
He popped his eyes wide open when she shook violently and struggled to constrain herself. He saw up her body — quivering over him — as her jaw pushed forward and her head rolled back. He let her shove his head side to side and she curled and uncurled her spine and mashed her hips into his face. When he licked her with his protruding tongue, her body stiffened, her breath stopped at the top of a noisy inhalation, and her jaw fell wide open. He could see her eyes clench shut. He could feel her thighs go hard as steel around his ears. He could smell her scent — and he could taste her manju, where it ran down his chin.
She shook so violently and tightly against his face, and she squeezed his head in her hands and between his thighs so hard, he felt like he was at risk of some sort of injury, if her body twitched too much, if she exploded, as she felt like she was going to. And then she did, and she rammed her groin up and down over his face, and then she began to laugh hysterically, too, unable to stop herself, until she rolled off him and scampered on her toes to the kitchen, laughing maniacally.
He frowned down his body at her. She glanced over her shoulder as she ran, as though she expected — wanted — him to chase her. So he got up and came around the pillar and into the kitchen behind her. He was blown away, but he was also curious. The whole time since he first came tentatively up through the trap door in their closet, he had been both blown away, and yet curious about more.
She looked up at him with her jaw falling open and snapping closed, her eyes looking crazed, and her breath deep, hard, and heavy. And then she began to wrap a tea towel around her wrists and behind her back. Unable to tie it, she turned around and held her arms out toward him behind her. He tied the tea towel around her wrists for her, and cinched it tight, and marveled at her from behind her back.
Tied like that, she padded naked and bound over to the small kitchen table by the window and looked back at him over her shoulder. “You aren’t going to hurt me, are you?” she said. Her eyes were glassy. She bit her lip and flared her eyes.
He snorted and came up behind her. She turned back to the table and the window and she bent her small, naked body over the smooth, cool surface.
He surprised her, though, and came down on his knees and gripped her bare cheeks in his hands and spread them. He used his knee to nudge her feet, lifted onto her toes, more widely apart, and he sank his face into her pussy from behind.
He found her wet all over again. He found her hips shaky and snapping again, too. And when he teased her clitoris with his tongue, he found her breathing erratically and clenching up all over her body again, as well. This girl, he thought. Is she actually constantly on that edge?
He licked her and kissed her and entered her with his finger. Her body clenched all over and her breath caught. She moaned and cried with her face lifted to the blackness of the window and the quiet, nighttime neighborhood outside. Faster than he could believe, more easily than he ever imagined anyone could, and more frequently than he expected, Ji-woo began to cum again. Her body shook violently and her breath stopped, until she began laughing maniacally once more, and she took off from him back into the living room.
She rushed to the couch and flopped down on her back with her hands, still tied, up over her head. When he stepped closer to her, she rolled off the couch and danced on her toes down the hallway to her bedroom. She turned and walked backward with her wrists held out and her fingers curling, beckoning him, daring him, and laughing deeply and hoarsely. Her eyes flared wide. Her jaw jutted out far. She looked crazed.
When he came down the hallway and into her bedroom, he found her in her closet, pulling belts and sashes from her tidy row of small professional dresses. She flung them onto the bed and then turned to him and hung her arms up and around his neck, and pulled him down to her level. She squealed and hung from him. “Tie me up good!” she said, and she threw herself on her bed and spread all four of her small limbs out to the corners.
Her abruptness, the shocking “inner Ji-woo” that he witnessed coming out of that same quiet and small body, the sheer scandal of her, shocked him into submission. So he tied her ankles and wrists to the legs of the bed, spreading her wide across it. She squirmed and laughed and tested how well he tied her, and finding her limbs secure, she looked up at him with big, almond eyes, and said, “Now fuck me. Hard!”
“No,” Danny said, himself suddenly infected with the spirit of freedom she seemed so infused with. He spied a feather stuck in the corner of her mirror — a crow feather of all things — and he went to it and brought it to her splayed body. She inhaled with a gasp and twisted and squirmed with impatience. But he ignored her contortions and her moans, and he tickled the sides of her small naked torso with it.
He dragged its lightest tips up the underside of her small breasts, and she snapped and arched against the tension in her ties. He found one more sash and gently tied it around her eyes. When he dragged the feather tip lightly over her nipples, down the sides of her small breasts, and down over the sides of her stomach to her hips, she writhed on her bed, strained against the ties, and snapped in her back. When he stopped a moment, her mouth fell open and her head thrashed side to side. She snapped her teeth at him.
He left her there and went to the kitchen and came back with a glass of ice cubes. He kept quiet about it, too. Her mouth opened and shut like a fish on the bottom of a boat when she heard him come back into the room. He held an ice cube over her stomach, and then touched it to her skin there.
She yelped and squirmed and strained against her ties. He touched it to her inner thighs, and she bucked and snapped under him and threw her head side to side. When he touched it to the outside of her pussy lips, she arched hard and pulled harder against her restraints, lifting her body off the bed. He moved it around her body and over her breasts and nipples, and she rolled and thrashed and gasped and groaned. Her body rose and flopped down and he carefully knelt over her and straddled her chest. He drew the ice cube around her lips and she tongued at it. Then he replaced the ice with the head of his cock, and she moaned and suckled on him, lashing at him with her tongue and straining against her ties to reach more of him. He teased her with it, he drew it around her grasping lips, and he pushed it into her blindfolded eyes and dropping chin.
She begged for it. She yearned. He touched the head of his cock to her nipples, and she arched up under him hard and tight. Finally, he pushed it into her mouth, and her tongue snaked around it inside there and she sucked hard on him. He pulled himself out of her mouth, but only to turn around on her and fuck her face while he licked her pussy.
She went out of her mind. Her tiny body went hard and tight. Her hips rose and fell and she mashed her pussy up into his face. She sucked on his cock like it was her salve. When her body sank down and her breath flowed out of her lungs, he realized that that girl had just cum again. How many times was that, anyway?
He climbed off her and looked down at her. She huffed and puffed and struggled to catch her breath. Still tied, he pressed his knee between her legs and began to tease her pussy lips with the head of his cock. She chased him with her hips rising and falling violently. Her body snapped and went hard again, all over.
He smirked and teased her more. He was enjoying it. He was laughing with her. But suddenly both her ankles came free and her wrists slipped out of their knots, too. She sprang up wild and free and she pushed him down under her. She reached down between her legs and clamped her fist around his cock under her. As though starved for it, she rammed herself down his full length in one hard, fast thrust. And just like that, he realized after the fact, they were fucking.
She leaned back, and in a crab-walk stance, she raised and lowered her pussy fully up and down the length of his straining cock, and she cried out loud at the ceiling. She seemed wild to him, an animal, a ferocious spirit of some kind. He knelt up and held her hips in front of his, and she fell back onto the top of her head, and with her hips in his hands, he pummeled himself into her, and she screamed at the wall behind her.
Though she cried far too loud, he was unable to stop thrashing her small, fragile body. She screamed, but it was real: her pussy flooded his cock and ran down her thighs. Her muscles contracted wildly around his shaft. It was as though a hundred fingers squeezed him and stroked him inside her. He couldn’t believe she was cumming yet again, and unable to take anymore, unable to stop himself, unable to even gain conscious control of himself, he exploded into her and flooded her already soaking pussy with his cum.
She fell down from his hold on her and laughed and gripped his cock in her fist where he fell onto his hands and knees, and pulling herself with her heels under him, she squeezed him, she pumped him, and sprayed what he had left in him all over her pretty face, her heart-shaped chin, her slender neck, and her small breasts.
She got up while he slumbered in half-sleep and came back with a warm, wet cloth and carefully cleaned him, and herself, before she climbed into bed with him, hugged him from behind where he slumped on his side, and she turned the lights out. He felt broken by her. He felt wasted by her, spent and thrashed and discarded, too, by her. She had destroyed him. She had deconstructed him. She had demolished him. He fell into a deep sleep.
Sometime in the middle of the night, time unknown, he woke up to find himself in her mouth. She was sucking on him again, and he was already hard. She climbed up over him, snickered, and crouched down to take him inside her. Slowly and softly, she rocked on him until, again her pussy contracting and leaking, made him cum inside her, and she rolled off him and kissed him back to sleep.
In the morning, sunshine streaming through her window, he grabbed her by her hips when she passed half dressed and half made-up for her professional day downtown, and he set her hips up in front of himself where he knelt (she was so small and light), and before she could say or do anything, he entered her from behind, doggy style, and held her hips hard in his hands and pumped her with all his strength. Her fists clenched at the sheets and her eyes clamped closed. He emptied what he had into her. But she erupted with an orgasm nearly as powerful as the first one the evening before on the couch. He fell out of her and rolled away, wondering how many that made for her. She rolled off the bed and continued strolling to her dresser, continuing to get dressed, utterly nonplussed by the act he perpetrated upon her.
When he did finally wake up, he found himself alone in her bed. He was grateful, to a point. The girl, he said to himself, is an orgasm machine, for herself and for him, and she was going to wreck him. She was, he was willing to admit, too much for him, maybe.
He could hear the three of them in the kitchen chattering and laughing and making coffee and breakfast as though it was any other morning. He got up and dressed and stood at the door. Nervous about going out to the kitchen, he and Ji-woo having made so much noise all night, but even more unsure of slipping away downstairs, he stepped out and stood in the hallway, confused and in between.
Kaya sped down the hall to her room and past him. “She is like a new woman!” she said to him, full of joy and snickering. Behind her Anja came too, and sped by, going to her room, too. “Nicely done!” she said in passing, and she patted his stomach and smirked and snickered. Behind her came Ji-woo, who only snorted and rolled her eyes, and she slipped into her room, as well. Behind each door in the hallway, he could hear the sounds of ordinary people doing ordinary things getting ready for work, and so he went to the closet, lifted the trap door, and ducked down inside and down to the basement he went. He had work to get ready for, too, didn’t he. Work of a more mundane sort, that is.
He worked usually with Terry, and this week, they were tearing windows out of a long, squat two-story industrial park building, slated for leveling to make way for another new car storage lot. “Buddy, fuck!” Terry shouted, both of them wearing goggles and ear plugs. “You’re fucking unsafe today, fuck! What the fuck is going on with you?”
Danny set his 4-foot pry-bar down and sat down on a few stacked-up cinder blocks. “Not sleeping all that well, lately,” he said. It was technically true, he said to himself.
“You fucking look like a fucking guy getting freshly fucked every fucking day, and too fucking much of it, too!” Terry said, and he laughed and sat down with him and slapped his back. “As if that’s ever going to fucking happen, hey?” he said.
But Danny laughed in that way that told Terry, he wasn’t far wrong.
“You fucking are getting fucked!” he shouted. “Who the fuck are you fucking, you fucking fuck?! Fucking tell me!” Terry said and he jostled his shoulder roughly.
Danny hung his head and swung it, unsure how much to reveal. He knew his friend Terry well enough to know that you couldn’t string him a line.
“Upstairs,” he said, and he lifted his face sideways to Terry beside him. “I told you about the company that leases it, and puts these people in from all over the world?”
“Those fucking international chickas!” Terry said. “Fuck me, are you fucking one of those, my fucking man?” he said.
Danny shrugged. “Actually,” he said, and he instantly regretted saying even that much.
“You’re fucking two of them!?” Terry said. “I don’t fucking believe you!”
“Not two of them,” Danny said.
Terry bent low and twisted his face all the way around to look up into Danny’s face from nearly directly below him. “Just what the fuckity fuck are you fucking saying, my fucking brother?” he said in a softer, more frightened voice.
Danny couldn’t stop smirking. He didn’t lift his face to Terry, but he didn’t have to, either.
“Are you fucking all three?” Terry said even more softly. “No fucking way!” he said to himself.
Danny was busted and he knew it, and he had no way around it. Not only was Terry the best sniffer-outer of bullshit, but Danny knew he himself was the planet’s worst liar, too. He lifted his face to Terry and shrugged. But he couldn’t wipe the smile off his mouth. That’s the “freshly fucked” effect Terry was always talking about.
“Buddy,” Terry said, and he hung his head down low between his shoulders. “There is maybe something fucking wrong about that, I gotta fucking say.”
“It wasn’t my fault,” Danny said. But he still grinned. He couldn’t stop.
“Fucking girls are not supposed to fucking be like that,” he said. “Something is fucking wrong with them, I don’t care where they fucking come from. Where do they fucking come from anyway?” he said.
“Korea, Norway, and South Africa,” Danny said.
Terry whistled and shook his head. “I fucking know that sounds hot, but something’s not fucking good about this, man, this is fucking too much fucking,” he said. “One fucking man, three fucking girls, I mean, come on, buddy, even you can fucking see there’s something not fucking right about this.”
“Not sure,” Danny said.
“Buddy,” Terry said, and he wrapped his arm around his shoulders. “It’s fucking weird, you know? It’s too fucking much. Three fucking girls sharing one fucking guy — I mean, yeah, it sounds fucking incredible.”
Danny shrugged. “It is,” he said.
Terry recoiled from him and tucked his chin down and smirked. “You aren’t fucking shitting me, either, are you,” he said.
‘What do you mean?”
“You really are fucking the three girls who live upstairs?”
“I told you!” Danny said.
Terry looked far and away. “He really is,” he said to himself. “Fuck me.”
“So what’s wrong with it?”
“You think this is fucking normal?!” Terry said, and he tossed his head back and laughed deep and long.
“Of course it’s not normal — fucking one girl isn’t normal for me,” Danny said.
“You’re fucking telling me for reals you’re fucking all three of them?” Terry said again.
Danny got up and dragged his long and heavy pry bar behind him back to the wall they were disassembling. “It just happened,” he called back to his friend.
Terry finally got up too and looked up and down the wall they were half done with. “You don’t fucking see anything fucking suspicious or fucking wrong with it? Okay, so I guess there’s nothing fucking suspicious or fucking wrong with it,” he said, and he started in on the metal window frame with an enormous creak and groan thrown back by the building as it fought his efforts off. “Fuck me,” he groaned to himself. “Fuck you, by the way!” he shouted over to Danny who had hefted his pry bar up, ready to pull a window frame out.
“Eh?” Danny called back, pulling a yellow twisted foam plug out of his ear. But Terry only flipped the bird at him. The window frame popped out.
Danny got home later that day and determined to stay downstairs for once. Read a book, he thought, maybe even go to bed early, he said to himself. Maybe Terry was right. It was a pretty weird situation, when you looked at it. First there was Anja, all about corporate rules and regimented order and doing things by the book, but then breaking all the rules with him, finding some spontaneous and adventurous self inside her that she never even knew was there. Then she goes back to law-and-order Anja by the morning.
Then there was Ji-woo, quiet, shy, proper and conservative Ji-woo — who then, behind closed bedroom doors, swings from the lights and goes apeshit all night, screaming and cumming like some animal gone feral. And then she too goes back to little aloof and deferential Ji-woo by the morning.
And how about Kaya? Bold, worldly, and street-tough Kaya. What surprises did she have in store for him?
He could hear them up there, walking around, laughing, talking. And then he heard nothing, which was more distracting to his reading on the couch than any noise they could make. He closed the book and heaved with a sigh. He could hear hushed voices at the top of the stairs where the trap door opened up into their hall closet. Sure enough, he heard the by-now familiar creak of the door being lifted, so he closed his book, spread his arms over the back of his couch, and waited.
Anja and Ji-woo came into his room.
“Whatcha doin?” Anja said. She wondered in a zig-zag touching things and dragging her fingers along the spines of books and over lampshades.
He praised her quick acquisition of English phraseology.
“But I have the best teacher,” she said.
“That Mr. Dwit or Dwight or Dwibble?” he said. She’d told him about the awful English phrase teacher the company hired for their office, the culture instructor, the guy who sounded like maybe he stepped out of a time machine from 1985, the phrases he was teaching them, “gnarly,” “veg out,” “eat my shorts.”
Anja laughed and spun around and sat on his couch sideways, using his shoulder and arm for a backrest. She pulled her knees up and snatched at his book to see what it was about. “You, silly,” she said in a low, quiet voice. “You’re the real teacher. So what’s this?” she said.
“A book,” he said.
She slapped his leg with it.
Ji-woo plopped down just like Anja had, but on his opposite side, leaning back against his other arm. “So what did you destroy today?” she said.
Squeezed between them, he worked his arms free from behind them, but then, with no place to put them, he wrapped them both around the tops of the chests of the two girls and cupped his hands around their shoulders. They pushed in tighter against him on both sides. He hugged them to himself.
“Some office building, not high, two floors. More of a dismantling,” he said.
Ji-woo twisted around and bit on and sucked the skin of his forearm. She raised her big dark eyes to his.
“Dismantling. Taking apart, more than destroying,” he said. “No explosions, no big sounds.”
“Like you dismantled our cute little Ji-woo last night?” Anja said nonchalantly, not even twisting around. But she too kissed his other forearm.
“He destroyed me,” Ji-woo said, and then she squealed and kicked her feet up and laughed.
“You see,” Danny said. “This right here, this is weird, this is getting too weird,” he said. He attempted to lift his arms from them, but they both quickly wrapped their hands around his forearms and held him down.
“Would you rather we go up the street and find men to bring back home?” Anja said. She twisted around and brought her face close to his. “And then keep you up all night anyway, making noise right above your head?”
“I’m just saying,” he said. “The two of you . . . “
“ . . . the three of us,” Anja said, correcting him. “But you haven’t fucked Kaya yet, is that true?” she said.
He realized it was true. He was losing track. The three of them were blending together. It was non-stop. It was draining, physically and mentally. Maybe emotionally, too, he realized.
“What is it like where you come from?” he said to Ji-woo, his fingers grazing her bicep up and down.
“It is very strict, it is very traditional,” she said.
“I guess that’s what made you such a strong student,” he said.
She twisted around to bring her face up to his close. “I am not like you saw me last night,” she said. She fell back and pushed her heels into the arm of his couch to press her body hard back into his side. “I guess it makes me want to break out, or is it break free? Which do you say?”
“You can say both,” he said. “They both make sense.”
“I don’t want anyone to know that about me,” she said.
“We already told each other,” Anja said on his other side. She spun around and pushed herself up closer to his face. “But telling and doing are two different things, aren’t they,” she said, and she planted a kiss on his cheek and snickered.
“What is it like where you come from, then,” he said to Anja.
“It is the opposite of me,” Ji-woo said, answering for her.
“It is the opposite,” Anja said, and she nodded and sank back down against his side with the back of her head rolling against his shoulder. “No guardrails at all.”
“Total freedom?” Danny said.
“I wouldn’t say that,” she said. “That kind of freedom, it’s really only another kind of prison.”
“Meaning?” he said.
She rolled over onto her hands and knees and snuggled her legs down to sit on his lap facing him, squishing herself against Ji-woo, who didn’t mind. She draped her arms over his shoulders. “Meaning . . . “ she said, thinking, and she rolled her eyes up in her head and kissed his lips. “Meaning, say you have a game, say it is your football,” she said.
Danny nodded.
“But say, there are no lines marking the sides, and no lines marking the ends,” she said.
“Strange game,” he said.
“And say you could kick the ball, carry it, throw it, do whatever you want, drop it, pick it up and keep going, whatever,” she said.
“Okay,” Danny said, and he chuckled at the thought.
“Say it could be any ball at all, even more than one ball, all the balls you want,” she said.
“Kind of crazy,” he said.
“And say when you scored, you could say whatever number of points you wanted,” she said.
“Okay,” he said, “that sounds less like a game and more like just pure chaos.”
“And say there aren’t two teams, but any number of teams, and they can all have any number of players they want,” she said.
“Yeah,” he said, “I don’t think this is a game anyone can play.”
“Or want to play,” she said.
“No,” he said.
“With no rules at all, there is no game to play. But with rules — with sidelines and end-lines, with rules about how to move the ball, with the number of teams and the number of players being stated, with the points being kept track of,” she said, “now you have a game, and now you can be creative and free within that game,” she said.
“That’s interesting,” he said, and he nodded thoughtfully.
“Rules are what make us free,” she said, and she ducked her face down and slid her tongue into his mouth. “And freedom is what makes us imprisoned.” She rolled off him and resumed sitting up against his side. “I’m sure there are precise ways to destroy a building.”
They all heard Kaya come down the stairs. “Here you all are,” she said, and she laughed, coming into his room.
Ji-woo twisted around against his side. “You have to fuck Kaya,” she said, mouthing silently the word “fuck.”
Anja twisted around the same way, and she grinned. “That’s the rule — we all get our turn.” She laughed and she kissed him.
Kaya plopped down in the big old chair facing the three of them on his couch. She was wearing a hoody with the hood up, and she buried her hands deeply in the pockets.
“What is it like where you come from?” Danny asked her.
She sighed and rolled her eyes and pushed her hood back half way off her head and put her hands back deeply in her pockets. “It is tense and dangerous and wonderful and exciting, all at once,” she said, and she snorted.
“A bit of everything,” Danny said.
“A bit of everything, and a bit of nothing, too,” she said. “Half the people are living in the past, the other half are living in a future that doesn’t exist, and nobody knows what to do,” she said.
“How is it you’re here?” Danny said.
“My parents are very rich,” she said. “We live in a compound in a house with high gates. We live in a bubble,” she said. “A bubble within a bubble within another bubble,” she said and she laughed. “These two are lucky,” she said, gesturing to Anja and Ji-woo, who did not contest the assertion. “They at least know who they are. Me, I do not know who I am.”
Anja twisted around and got up onto her hands and knees and she wrapped her arms around Danny’s neck to his side and whispered in his ear. “You need to make love to Kaya,” she said. “We’re going to leave you down here with her.”
She popped up and onto her feet. “Come on, Ji-woo,” she said, and she held out her arm for Ji-woo to take her hand.
Ji-woo rolled onto her hands and knees and also wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “You need to destroy her,” she said, and she added, “like you destroy me and everything else. And then she squealed and laughed and ran off after Anja’s trailing hand, and the two of them went up the stairs snickering.
Danny looked across the room at Kaya, and Kaya looked back at him with a serious expression, but only until she burst out laughing and covered her mouth with her hand.
“I agree with you, this is weird,” she said. “I am suddenly shy around you.”
“So why don’t we just go for a walk up the street?” he said. “See it at night.”
“Just you and me?” she said.
“Just you and me,” he said.
“Like a date!”
“Sure,” he said, and he nodded.
“Let me change,” she said.
“No,” he said. “You’re fine like that.”
She thought about it a moment, and squinted her eyes unsure at him. Finally, she said, “Okay,” and she stood up. “Let’s do it!”
And that’s when he realized something about her: a simple walk up a normal street was something that had to be thought long and carefully about. That was pretty different.
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