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Chapter 1

The cardboard box slipped from Tom Whitmore’s arms halfway up the last flight, gouging the tender strip of skin below his left wrist. He cursed, but the word fell dead in the stairwell, muffled by ancient carpeting and humidity. He booted the box the last few steps, its contents—kitchen junk and a random tangle of HDMI cables—settling in protest. The landlord, a doughy man in an oatmeal sweater vest, had assured him the building’s “original character” was intact. Tom suspected this meant: it had never once, in the seventy-year lifespan of the place, been properly cooled. A high window let in June sunlight like a magnifying glass on a worm.

Inside, Tom’s new apartment measured as advertised—a “generous studio with personality.” Which meant a main room the size of a hotel lobby couch, a galley kitchen barely wide enough for one hungover adult, and a bathroom that Tom guessed was originally designed for a child or a very compact pet. The walls were freshly painted but already hairlined with cracks. Tom set his hands on his knees, hunched over, and listened. The soft, omnipresent hum of old pipes and the outside city. The nervous pulse of his own blood behind his ears.

He wiped sweat off his brow and let himself notice, for the first time in two days, that he was happy.

The first order of business was the bed, because every other task depended on a staging ground. Tom’s mattress, still zipped in plastic from his last failed move, sagged in the middle, a half-moon of neglect. He dragged it upright against the window and used it to barricade the smallest fraction of sunlight, which at this angle knifed across the bare floor, spotlighting every floating dust mote in slow golden ballet.

He could have opened a window, but the prospect of negotiating the warped wooden frames, or possibly discovering a wasp nest, made him shudder. Besides, he liked the way the trapped air was slowly transforming from rental-chemical to a faintly Tom-scented mustiness. He’d earned it. Two years in the corporate cubicle farms of his previous city had left his sense of identity stripped raw—now he was rebuilding from the studs.

He returned to the hallway and wrestled in the last of the boxes, these heavier and labeled with the jittery Sharpie confidence of late-night packing: “Bedroom,” “Books—Critical,” “Misc.” The final box, untitled, yielded clothes still warm from the moving van, and a shoe that had, for some reason, been filled with crumpled ATM receipts. He dumped the receipts onto the floor, made a mental note to buy a real trash can, then started the ancient standing fan that came with the apartment. It vibrated like a washing machine in labor but did its best.

After an hour, the space began to shape itself into a plausible human den: bed in the nook, desk against the far wall, coffee table (abandoned by the previous tenant, but stable if you didn’t lean too hard) centered beneath the window. He gave the couch—the other hand-me-down in the place—a tentative sniff. It smelled of dust, whiskey, and a trace of something floral. Maybe the last tenant had actually lived.

Tom’s shirt was pasted to his skin, so he stripped it off and wiped his face, eyes adjusting to the growing haze of late afternoon. He was briefly, blissfully distracted by the shock of his own nakedness reflected in the window: hair tousled, arms still thick from gym sessions he’d abandoned after the breakup. He’d lost some definition in the last month but remained, in the full judgment of the glass, a decent physical specimen. Which made his present situation—a man alone in a city of a million strangers, moving in alone, unpacking alone, marinating in his own sweat and self-doubt—feel even more spectacularly pathetic.

He made a show of ignoring the unopened box labeled “Bedroom.” But the tension built in his knuckles, a familiar rhythm of restlessness, and before long he caved. The first thing his fingers found was the picture frame.

It was the kind they gave you at mall kiosks: faux silver, glass just thick enough to magnify your regrets. The woman in the photo smiled as if she’d never once doubted her place in the universe. Her hair, the color of wet straw, curled over one bare shoulder, and her eyes—always, in Tom’s memory, a challenge—fixed on him from across the years. He’d kept the photo out of stubbornness. Or maybe superstition: every time he tried to toss it, the weight of it drew him back. Like her.

He set the frame on the windowsill, then reconsidered and placed it face-down in the drawer of the nightstand. For several seconds, his hand hovered over the drawer, his thumb tracing the edge where the fake silver met the cardboard backing. Then he slammed it closed, harder than necessary, and exhaled.

With that ritual out of the way, Tom let the energy drain out of his body. He flopped onto the bed, legs still hanging off the side, and closed his eyes against the strobing sun. The city outside roared faintly—the drone of a lawnmower, the distant shriek of children, the one unrelenting car alarm—and inside, the fan beat its monotonous tattoo against the day’s heat. It was almost enough to lull him into sleep, but the restlessness that had haunted him through three jobs, four failed romances, and now one giant move, refused to loosen its grip.

His fingers drummed on his thigh, an unintentional Morse code of impatience. The apartment was still—too still. He felt the familiar tension low in his belly, an itch that had once been sated by a quick text, a casual hookup, or (failing all else) a bout of focused internet distraction. But tonight, the WiFi was still unconnected, and his phone’s battery had long since surrendered.

He looked at the bed beside him, half made, the other half a wasteland of tangled sheets and the ghost-memory of someone else’s skin. The urge to fill the silence gnawed at him. He thought, for a moment, about walking to the nearest bar, testing the neighborhood’s selection of women and whiskey, but the weight of the day pressed him down.

Instead, he turned over, face buried in the pillow, and let his mind spiral through old missteps—arguments rehashed, numbers deleted and re-added, all the ways he’d said too much or not enough. In the end, the only sound was the steady, stubborn hum of the building’s pipes and his own heart, ticking away the start of another fresh and empty night.



The next morning, Tom’s first act was to shower, his second to open the window and shout down the pigeons, and his third to throw on jeans and walk the neighborhood with all the purpose of a man headed for something important, though he had no clear destination in mind. The city felt different by daylight: less forgiving, more exposed, but edged with possibility. Tom took in the homes, most converted to duplexes and triplexes with erratic landscaping, and the shops, all Mom-and-Pop and resigned to it. A bakery gave off a haze of cinnamon; a dry cleaner boasted about green solvents in sun-bleached vinyl; a corner store promised cold beer, but Tom noted the steel mesh over the windows and moved on.

He paced with an anxious energy, hands deep in pockets, eyes flickering from cracked curbs to the horizon, as if he were casing a territory rather than exploring. Occasionally, he caught his own reflection in a window: chin up, but shoulders drawn, never quite settled. The echoes of last night—the photo, the bed, the thrumming need—hung over him like a migraine’s aftertaste.

It was on his second loop of the block that he noticed the cantina.

The building should have been invisible: set back from the street, painted the same faded stucco as every other rental on the block. But someone, at some point, had cared enough to preserve its identity—arched windows, a roofline of curved Spanish tile, a pair of palms that had been trimmed to a precise, almost military neatness. Above the door, a neon sign flickered a single word: Salud! The font was elaborate, the exclamation point a slash of urgent blood-red. Even in the daylight, the sign was on, as if the night never really left this place.

Tom hesitated, then crossed the street for a closer look. Through frosted windows, he caught the shapes of bottles stacked like ammunition, the suggestion of polished wood, the amber-glow interior that telegraphed warmth. A snippet of music drifted out when the door briefly opened for a departing man in a suit—Spanish, maybe, but Tom was no expert. The man’s face was flushed, and he moved with the loose confidence of someone who’d found temporary peace at the bottom of a glass.

Tom reached for the handle, then stopped. Not out of fear, exactly, but caution—he remembered his own vow to avoid bad habits for at least a week, maybe two. And something about the place buzzed with a warning, like static before a storm. He was about to retreat when a voice at his back said, “Looking for happy hour?”

Tom turned. The speaker was his landlord, the oatmeal sweater replaced today with an olive sport coat that did little to hide the paunch. Marty Caldwell’s hair looked even thinner in daylight, a shine off his crown that made him appear both vulnerable and somehow more trustworthy.

“Oh, hey,” Tom said, feigning surprise, though he’d half expected to run into the man. “Just checking out the neighborhood.”

Marty nodded and joined him on the sidewalk, eyeing the cantina with the weary affection of a parent forced to pick up a child from detention. “You settled in okay?”

“Yeah. Mostly. Still need to figure out the garbage schedule.”

“Twice a week. But only one recycling bin per unit,” Marty said. Then, lowering his voice: “You thinking of going in there?”

Tom shrugged. “Maybe tonight. Looks cool. Is it as lively as it seems?”

Marty looked at him, and Tom felt the full weight of the stare: not suspicion, but concern, deepened by repetition. “I wouldn’t get mixed up with that place if I were you,” the landlord said. “Lost more tenants to Salud! than I care to count.”

Tom laughed, though it landed flat. “What—do they have a killer margarita?”

Marty didn’t smile. “You’d think I was crazy if I told you.”

“Try me.”

Marty scanned the street—there were no eavesdroppers, only the lazy drift of cars and a dog somewhere barking—and said, “Every few years, the city brings in a new crowd. Someone like you, young, single, looking for something. Always they end up there. First it’s a drink after work. Then it’s every night. And then”—he paused, and Tom imagined the phrase he didn’t want to use: then they disappear— “they lose their grip. I had a guy last year. Computer engineer. Nice kid. Used to jog every morning. Then he started going to Salud. Within months, he was a ghost. Slept all day, up all night, wouldn’t answer his phone. One day he just…left.”

Tom found himself studying the bar with new interest. “So, it’s a vampire den.”

Marty grunted. “Wish it was that simple.” He shook his head, the gesture final, as if closing a case file. “I’ve seen this before. The place isn’t right. People think they’re in control. But they never are, not with that one behind the bar.”

Tom cocked an eyebrow. “That one?”

“April.” The name arrived like a cough. “Runs the joint. Has for as long as anyone remembers. She’ll size you up soon as you walk in. Makes everyone feel like they’re the only person in the world. But she’s not—” He stopped, groping for a suitable word, and settled on, “Not what she seems.”

The story was so patently strange that Tom wanted to dismiss it, but Marty’s discomfort was unmistakable. He wondered what damage could be done by a pretty bartender and a few bottles of tequila, but decided it was easier to humor the old guy.

“Well, thanks for the heads-up,” Tom said, forcing a grin. “But I’m a big boy.”

Marty regarded him a moment longer, then clapped a hand on Tom’s shoulder. “Just…don’t make it a habit,” he said. Then he drifted off, leaving Tom alone with the bar and its lingering sense of challenge.

He could see his own reflection in the window, superimposed over the soft light and the rows of bottles, and beneath that, the blurred shadow of someone moving inside. He stood there for a minute, maybe two, fighting the urge to go in, finally turning away, but not before the bar’s neon afterimage had burned itself into his brain. He’d be back. Maybe tonight.

As Tom walked home, he found himself glancing over his shoulder, not at the empty street, but at the promise of that place, and the hunger he felt growing stronger with each step.



Night made the cantina into something else. The daylight’s haze, which had softened the corners of the neighborhood, gave way to sharp lines and deeper contrasts. The street outside Tom’s building was quiet, almost reverent, the occasional footfall or car door slammed with the hush of a confession. Over the road, Salud! radiated golden light through its windows, the amber beams spilling out and pooling on the sidewalk in thick, syrupy sheets. In the shadows around the entrance, moths and other night insects circled and battered themselves against the neon’s siren song.

Tom sat on his windowsill, a paper cup of whiskey balanced on the ledge, legs hanging over the radiator. He’d tried to settle into a book, maybe decompress with a mindless hour of TV, but the urge to watch the bar had grown with every hour, a fascination that bordered on the compulsive. He’d turned off all the lights in his own apartment to better see across the street—he didn’t want to miss a thing.

At first, it was just a trickle of patrons. A pair of students in black hoodies, one tall and animated, the other hunched and dragging his feet. A woman in scrubs, smoking as she walked, her ponytail flicking with each stride. Then, as nine o’clock struck, the flow became a current. Salud! drew them in, no matter the hour, no matter the type. Tom watched as men in business casual shared a tense, silent handshake outside the door before plunging inside; a cluster of women in skin-tight dresses giggled and stumbled through the archway, their laughter snapping the night’s tension for a moment.

He studied their faces, looking for something—a clue, maybe, as to why this place had such gravitational pull. Some arrived vibrant, high on their own anticipation, but more than a few shuffled forward with the dazed submission of the addicted or the exhausted. Each time the door swung open, light and music spilled out in a surge, then collapsed again as it closed.

The music was Spanish, heavy on the horns, but filtered through the window so only the beat and occasional peal of brass made it across the street. It throbbed in Tom’s chest, an arrhythmic counterpoint to his heartbeat.

At 10:20, the window’s frosted glaze briefly cleared as someone wiped condensation from the inside. Tom saw, for a fraction of a second, the length of the bar: burnished mahogany, the wall behind it lined with bottles in regimented rows. More people than he’d guessed could fit stood at the counter, drinks in hand, heads angled toward the figure moving behind the bar.

And then he saw her.

Her hair was a flame under the overhead light, falling in a clean, angular cut that framed her jaw. She moved with the efficiency of someone used to attention, smiling at each patron in turn, but never lingering. Even at a distance, Tom could see the curve of her body, the deliberate way she poured, measured, then flashed a grin that made the whole crowd lean closer, as if seeking warmth in her orbit.

April, Marty had called her. The name seemed at once too simple and too apt: she was a change in weather, a season distilled into motion. Tom watched as she laughed at a joke, lips parting to reveal a hint of fang—no, that was a trick of the light, or the whiskey, or just the pent-up fantasies of a man alone. He realized he was gripping the whiskey cup hard enough to warp its shape.

He blinked, then realized his other hand had, at some point, drifted down, palm pressed to the crotch of his jeans. The motion wasn’t overt, not even conscious, but it shamed him nonetheless. Tom couldn’t recall the last time he’d had this kind of raw, physical reaction to a woman. It felt almost adolescent, embarrassing in its intensity. But underneath the embarrassment, a kind of thrill.

He watched for another ten minutes. April never seemed to slow. She was there and everywhere, a blur of black shirt and pale arms, pouring, listening, teasing. Every so often, her eyes flickered up toward the window, as if she knew exactly where Tom was sitting. He told himself it was coincidence, a trick of reflection and perspective, but the hairs rose on his arms anyway.

The stream of customers never diminished. At midnight, the inside was as crowded as it had been at ten. A few regulars—Tom recognized them now, the man in the suit, the slouching hoodie—had staked out seats at the bar and showed no sign of leaving. They had the haggard look of the insomniac or the deeply, joyfully lost.

He wondered what it was like, inside. The warmth of bodies, the press of sound, the taste of whatever April poured with such precision. Tom’s mouth was dry; he finished the whiskey in a single, careless swallow, then set the empty cup on the ledge. The world swam in slow, amber halos.

He stayed by the window until the lights finally flickered off at two, and April, hair now pinned up, stepped outside to sweep the sidewalk. She glanced up at his building—at his window, he could have sworn—and gave a quick, practiced smile before ducking back inside. Tom felt the shock of it in his gut, the afterglow of attention.

He stood, stretched, and took a deep, shuddering breath. His heart hammered in his chest. He was already planning tomorrow’s night: shower, shave, maybe a new shirt, a quick walk across the street, and then—

He would meet her.

Whatever Marty had said, whatever caution whispered in the dark corners of his brain, Tom knew he would go. Not just because he was lonely, or because he craved the numbness a bar could bring, but because he was no longer content to watch from a distance. He wanted to be inside the light, inside the heat, and—if he could manage it—inside her orbit.

He shut the window, the pane still fogged from his breath, and left the night to nurse its own hungers.


Chapter 2

Tom lay in the dark, stripped to his underwear and twisted in his own sheets, the fan’s wheeze doing nothing for the heat collecting between his ribs. He’d tried to sleep. The cheap mattress sucked at his spine, the pillow cradled the stale humidity of his scalp, and nothing moved outside except for the occasional pedestrian, whose footsteps sounded hollow and defeated by the time they reached his floor. Sleep would not come.

The window above the bed was a square of deeper black, made blue at the edges by the neon flicker of Salud! across the street. Even with his eyes closed, the color burned through the lids—blue, then a staccato blood-orange when the sign stuttered, then blue again, pulsing with some rhythm that felt personal, directed. If he listened hard, he could even pick up the softest suggestion of music drifting over from the bar, a phrase or two of trumpet or the buzz of conversation, just enough to hook the brain and leave it twitching for the rest.

He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, his hands behind his head, feeling the clamminess of his own sweat glue him to the sheets. Every time he let his mind drift, it landed back on Salud!. More precisely, on April.

It was ridiculous, the way her image had lodged itself in him. He’d seen her for all of four seconds, maybe less, but the instant replay looped in his head as if he’d watched her for hours: the burn of her hair under the lights, the arch of her back as she reached for a bottle, the line of her mouth when she laughed, or flirted, or whatever she’d done that had made every man at the bar tilt toward her like she was gravity. He hadn’t even heard her voice. Still, it was as if she had been poured directly into the folds of his brain, each nerve singing her name every time he tried to think of anything else.

Tom squeezed his eyes shut and breathed through his nose, trying to conjure up the last girl he’d actually touched—a bony grad student with chipped blue nails and a lit major’s vocabulary for weaponized sex. It didn’t work. April’s face, her body, her eyes, hijacked the scene immediately, warping it into something hotter and more dangerous than the original memory deserved. He felt his own erection pressing up against the waistband, persistent, almost angry in its need.

He slid his hand down over his belly, fingers catching on the edge of the elastic, and let himself give in. For a moment he just rested there, palm cupped over the heat, willing himself not to think of how alone he was or how transparent the walls must be to sound, but only to focus on her—April, behind the bar, pouring something dark and smooth, flashing that smile at someone just beyond the edge of his vision.

He started slow, eyes tight, knuckles grazing along the shaft as he imagined her lips. The pressure built instantly, a rising tide of sensation that made his body arch up, spine bowing against the mattress. He tried to picture her hands—nails painted a deep, impossible red, calloused in places from years of work—and how they might move over him: expert, businesslike, but always with that touch of deliberate showmanship. In his mind, she pressed him down to the bar, pinned him there with a hip, then poured tequila straight onto his chest, tongue following in a hot, sweet line. He stroked himself faster, the sweat between his fingers slick and electric, his other hand balled tight in the sheets.

The images came in flashes, each more vivid than the last. April laughing as she straddled a barstool, legs open just enough to show black lace; April leaning in, breath cool and spiced with citrus, whispering filth in a language he didn’t understand; April’s mouth, her tongue, the sharp surprise of her teeth as she bit his lower lip. Tom groaned, a sound that vibrated in the back of his throat and escaped before he could swallow it. He rolled onto his side, curling around his own hand, working himself with short, urgent jerks.

It didn’t take long. In his mind, she’d just flicked her hair back, eyes locked on his, when the pressure snapped and he came, shuddering so hard the mattress thudded against the wall. The hot pulse of it shot up his stomach and over his knuckles, wetting the waistband and the inside of his thigh. For several seconds he just hung there, breath ragged, heart hammering the walls of his chest like a trapped animal.

The shame followed on its heels, as always—a cold, quick contraction that left him hollow and sticky. He grabbed the pillow and pressed it to his groin, staring at nothing, waiting for the dull ache of embarrassment to fade. Outside, a car crawled by, headlights throwing warped shadows across the ceiling, and Tom had the distinct, humiliating sense that the entire street was privy to his little drama. The fan clicked, throwing up dust motes like the start of a snowstorm.

He flopped onto his back and wiped his hand on the edge of the mattress, then stared at his palm for a long, silent minute. It was just sex. It was nothing. He’d gone weeks, sometimes months, without it before; he’d survived worse. But the intensity of this, the helplessness—he hadn’t felt that since college. And he’d never, not once, blown a load to the memory of a bartender he’d never actually spoken to.

The longer he lay there, the more the shame burned away, replaced by a sharper, more dangerous itch. It was as if the act had only primed the need, rather than sated it. He found himself replaying the fantasy, slower this time, dissecting every motion: the way April’s hand might grip a glass, the impossible curve of her lips, the hint of danger in her smile. Even the aftermath—her straightening up, smoothing her shirt, the quick, knowing glance she’d give him before moving on to the next customer—stung him in the way a bruise stings after you press it. He wanted more. He needed more.

He looked over at the nightstand, where his phone glowed with the leftover charge from earlier. The urge to text someone, anyone, was strong. Maybe the last girlfriend, or the girl from the office, or even Marty—anyone who might anchor him back to reality. But the thought made him laugh, a dry, self-mocking sound that echoed off the empty walls. What was he going to say? “Help, I’m being sexually haunted by a woman I haven’t met?”

Instead, he reached for the glass of water he’d left by the bed and chugged it, the cold burning his throat in a way that felt almost punitive. He wiped his mouth, then looked out the window again, toward the persistent glow of Salud!.

Marty’s warning—so melodramatic, so certain—floated back to him: “The place isn’t right. People think they’re in control. But they never are, not with that one behind the bar.” It should have sounded crazy. But as Tom watched the shifting play of neon over the bar’s sign, he felt the words settle in his stomach with a kind of dumb inevitability.

He’d go tomorrow. Not because he wanted to prove Marty wrong, or because he had some death wish, but because he needed to know. What was it about this place—about April—that hooked people so completely? He imagined the air inside, thick with perfume and the warmth of strangers, the music humming through his bones. He pictured her waiting for him, maybe expecting him, as if this was all some cosmic set-up and he was just the next in line.

He reached under the bed for a shirt, wiped the worst of the mess off his skin, then balled the shirt up and tossed it toward the corner. It landed short, a sodden lump that would reek by morning, but Tom didn’t care. He was already planning what he’d wear, what he’d say, how he’d walk up to the bar and order something that made him look suave, even if his hands were shaking. He wanted to see her again. He wanted to see if the fantasy matched the reality.

He set his head back against the pillow and let his eyes drift closed, the pulse of the neon reflected on the inside of his eyelids. This time, when he conjured April, she was closer, leaning in, mouth just inches from his own.

He slept, eventually, but it was a restless, greedy sleep, and when the sun came up, he woke hard and aching, the memory of her voice—though he’d never heard it—coiling in his mind like a promise.



Tom woke at noon, tangled in sweat-damp sheets and a hangover of need. The light through the window was already severe, turning the corners of the room into a glarebox. He tried to will himself back under, but every time he drifted, he dreamt of April: the smell of her hair, the crackle of neon-blue light, her laugh. He woke again, heart thumping, as if from a nightmare.

He forced himself up and shuffled to the bathroom, where the ancient tile bit cold into his heels. The face that stared back from the mirror was hollowed out, his eyes red-rimmed and glassy, but the rest held up—his jaw still defined, his hair just on the edge of needing a cut, chest and arms dense under the skin. He splashed water on his face, then stood for a moment, hands gripping the chipped porcelain, and stared. “Get it together,” he said, but his voice sounded like a stranger’s.

He undressed, tossing boxers and t-shirt into a growing pile in the corner, and stepped into the shower. The water, when it finally remembered to be hot, fogged the cracked glass and sent a line of steam up over the curtain. Tom stood under it for a long time, letting the heat sting the stiffness from his neck and shoulders. He ran his hands over himself, feeling the muscle and the places where he’d softened. He soaped every inch, careful and methodical—shoulders, chest, armpits, down over his stomach, and further. The memory of April’s hands on him, all from last night’s fantasy, hit hard enough to make his cock stir again, but he gritted his teeth and finished the job. He didn’t want to show up desperate, smelling of his own frustration.

He toweled off, then went back to the mirror and studied his stubble. He considered leaving it, to look older, tougher, but ended up trimming it with the same intensity he once reserved for preparing for interviews. He swiped deodorant under his arms, brushed his teeth, and applied cologne—just one spray, not the four he’d once used on a dare in college, but enough that he’d catch it when he turned his head.

He opened his closet and ran a hand over the hangers, counting shirts, then doubled back and did it again, unable to decide. He pulled out a dark blue button-down, tested the fit in the mirror, then swapped it for a black one that made his arms look bigger. He tried jeans, then khakis, then back to jeans. Each time he checked the rearview, hunting for some flaw. He almost missed the old days, when a tee and sneakers would have been plenty. But he was older now, more strategic—he wanted to look like he hadn’t tried, when really, every thread and tuck had been scrutinized.

He set his wallet and phone on the table, then circled the room, searching for his watch. When he found it (inside the cereal box, for some reason), he snapped it on and rehearsed, “Hi, can I get a drink?” under his breath, then shook his head and tried again: “Evening—what’s your best cocktail?” It all sounded wrong. He’d never been the smooth one; that was always the other guy, the friend who never went home alone.

He checked his phone: no messages. He checked his wallet: cards, two twenties, an old gas station receipt. He checked his breath, then did it again. When he had nothing left to fuss over, he sat on the edge of the bed and stared at Salud! through the window. The neon wasn’t on yet, but the bar’s sign caught the sun in a way that made the letters burn a soft halo into the air. A couple of regulars—maybe from the night before, maybe always there—smoked on the stoop, their faces shadowed and thin. Tom studied them, trying to gauge what kind of crowd he was about to join.

He felt the start of a panic attack—a flutter in the chest, a tightness under the ribs—and forced himself up. He paced the room, shoes thudding on the bare floor, until his heart settled. Then he stopped and listened.

No sound from the hallway, no sign of Marty’s shuffling feet or his constant, nervous mutter. Just the hum of the pipes, the echo of the city outside, and his own pulse in his ears. Tom thought again of the landlord’s warning—how the bar chewed up guys like him, how April “wasn’t what she seemed.” He scoffed, but the words had left a film on his mind that wouldn’t wash off. He wondered if, after tonight, he’d become another one of Marty’s cautionary tales.

He stepped to the window and watched as the first wave of night took over the street. Cars drifted by, a little slower than before. Lights blinked on in the apartments across the way, little fragments of life, none of it touching him. A pair of women in red skirts wobbled up the sidewalk and vanished into Salud!, their laughter popping like soap bubbles as the door closed behind them. He stared at the entrance, at the heavy wooden door and its brass pull, and felt the urge to touch himself again, just to take the edge off. He resisted.

He checked his phone once more, then pocketed it, checked his wallet, checked his zipper. He gave himself a final look in the mirror—a nervous, full-body once-over, and a practiced smirk that didn’t convince even him. “Okay,” he said. “Go.”

The hallway was empty. He locked the door behind him and listened, half expecting to hear Marty’s voice float up the stairwell with one last “I’ve seen this before.” Nothing. He walked down the stairs, slow and careful, heart thudding harder with each step.

At the bottom landing, he paused. The world outside was so much louder, so much more alive than his small, controlled space. He could see, through the glass of the main door, the glow from Salud!, the way it painted the sidewalk with shifting yellow and gold. He saw the clusters of people, some young and sharp-edged, some older and worn at the seams. A man in a business suit gestured with a drink, his face gaunt but animated, talking to a woman who looked like she hadn’t slept in a week. Tom watched them for a minute, searching for any sign of fear or regret. All he saw was hunger.

He stepped outside. The air had cooled, but the sweat came back instantly, beads of it running down his spine. He adjusted his shirt, wiped his palms on his jeans, and started across the street. Each step felt irreversible, the sound of his shoes on the concrete amplified, as if everyone was watching, judging, waiting for him to mess up.

As he neared the door, his nerves hit their peak, heart pounding so loud it muffled the music from inside. He caught his reflection in the glass—hazel eyes wide, jaw set, shoulders squared. He looked determined. He looked ready.

He pulled open the door, and the world changed. Warm air, thick with perfume and something sweet he couldn’t place, spilled out over him. Light and shadow moved in bands across the walls, painting him into a new, stranger version of himself. He stepped inside, and the door swung shut behind him, closing off the world he’d known.

He was in.



The air inside Salud! hit Tom like a drug. It was thick, close, and saturated with light that pooled gold along every surface: the bar, the tables, the faces turned toward each other in intimate knots. Even the dust motes floated in honeyed halos, swirling just above the heads of the regulars. The music was brighter than he’d expected, Spanish trumpets and handclaps that made his ribcage vibrate, but never loud enough to drown out the hum of laughter and clink of glasses.

He hovered by the door, blinking to recalibrate. The place wasn’t big—maybe fifteen tables, a jukebox by the back wall, and the bar itself, which curved under a rack of upside-down stemware. The walls were an odd shade of green, old but not tacky, and dotted with black-and-white photos of places Tom didn’t recognize: plazas and cantinas, men in hats smoking or playing chess. The whole place smelled of orange peel, cigar smoke, and something sticky-sweet he couldn’t name. Every so often, a burst of cold air sneaked in behind a patron, but it was immediately absorbed by the ambient heat.

He moved toward the bar, winding through the maze of chairs. The crowd was mid-sized, skewed young but not exclusively—there were some older guys hunched over their drinks, and a couple in matching leather jackets at the end of the bar. Up close, the regulars looked different than they had from the street: more animated, but with a leanness that didn’t quite fit their party energy. Eyes too big, cheekbones sharp, skin pulled a fraction too tight. Tom thought of Marty’s warning and almost laughed; if this was a den of vampires, it was a pretty tame one.

He found a spot at the bar and claimed it before anyone could tell him he wasn’t cool enough to be there. The surface was polished wood, dark and gleaming, with a single bar napkin at each seat. Tom traced the rim of his napkin with a finger, trying to look casual, then checked the wall behind the counter. There must have been a hundred bottles, all shapes and heights, labels from countries he’d only heard of in late-night TV ads. A small blackboard listed the night’s specials—mezcal flights, a house Old Fashioned, something called the “Widowmaker”—in handwriting so crisp it looked laser-etched.

He waited for a bartender, scanning for the red hair. Nothing. A guy with a shaved head and a bowtie poured a round for three college girls, then ghosted out of sight. Tom’s stomach knotted with disappointment. Maybe April only worked weekends, or maybe he’d hallucinated her altogether.

The guy in the suit next to him knocked back a tequila and motioned for another. He had deep-set eyes and skin the color of wet sand. He noticed Tom staring and gave a nod, the universal sign of male camaraderie in bars. “First time?” he asked, voice dry as burnt toast.

Tom managed a shrug. “Is it that obvious?”

“Everyone looks like that on their first night.” The man smiled, revealing an incisor chipped down the middle. “Give it a few minutes. This place grows on you.”

Before Tom could answer, the man’s eyes flicked past him, widened slightly. “You’re in luck. Here she comes.”

Tom turned, and there she was: April.

She moved down the length of the bar, weaving through the staff with a confidence that made every motion look deliberate and liquid. Her hair was brighter than he remembered, a red so alive it nearly glowed, and her skin seemed almost porcelain in contrast. She wore a black blouse, sleeves rolled to her elbows, which managed to hint at both authority and invitation; the neckline was cut deep enough to show the slope of her collarbone, the kind of detail that looked accidental but was probably as calculated as the signature on a check. Her skirt was dark and just long enough to be professional, but the way it clung made Tom feel like a voyeur even from twenty feet away.

She was talking to another bartender, but her eyes swept the room like searchlights. When she saw Tom, her mouth curled into a slow, predatory smile. It was so direct that Tom felt the impact before he had time to brace for it—a shiver up the spine, a sudden jump in blood pressure, the flutter of a hundred invisible wings inside his chest.

She finished her conversation, then zeroed in on him, walking with a measured, hip-swaying gait that made him want to both stare and look away. By the time she reached his section of the bar, Tom was sitting up straight, shoulders tense, hands flat on the wood like he was waiting for a judge to pronounce sentence.

April stopped in front of him and leaned in, elbows on the bar, bringing her face down to his level. Her eyes were an impossible blue-green, pupils wide, the kind of gaze that seemed to read a person’s browser history in a glance. “What’ll it be?” she asked, and her voice was lower than expected—smoky, with a rough edge, but soft enough that it forced him to lean in.

Tom blinked, panicking for a half-second as he realized he’d rehearsed every greeting except for this one. “Uh—whatever you recommend,” he said, hating the sound of his own voice but unable to stop.

She smiled, slow and dangerous. “You look like a mezcal guy. Am I right?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “Trust me.” She spun, grabbed a bottle with an unpronounceable label, and in two quick motions poured him a shot and a chaser of something golden. Her hands never hesitated, every movement practiced but still intimate. She pushed the shot glass to the edge, just within reach. “Sip, don’t shoot,” she advised, and her fingers grazed his as she let go. The touch was brief but charged—Tom’s skin tingled where she’d made contact.

He followed orders. The mezcal was smoky and sharp, stinging the back of his throat, but there was something else beneath it, a sweetness that lingered on his tongue long after he’d swallowed. He looked up, expecting her to have moved on, but April was still there, chin propped on her palm, watching him with open amusement.

“Good?” she asked.

He nodded, wiped his mouth with the napkin. “Best I’ve ever had.” It sounded dumb and adolescent, but she didn’t mock him.

She straightened and, just before turning away, said, “Let me know if you need anything else,” voice dipping on the last syllable, as if she was handing him a secret.

She walked away, and Tom exhaled, realizing he’d been holding his breath since the moment she’d appeared. His hands were shaking. His skin was fever-hot. He took another sip to steady himself, but it only made the warmth spread. He felt it in his chest, his face, and lower—an ache that coiled under the waistband and refused to be ignored.

Around him, the bar’s noise rose and fell, the music dipping for a slow song before snapping back. The other patrons returned to their conversations, but Tom felt marked, as if everyone in the room could see the flush in his cheeks or the bulge pressing against his jeans. He hunched over the bar, pretending to study the bottles, but every few seconds he risked another glance at April.

She was everywhere at once—pouring, laughing, listening to confessions and jokes. But every so often, her eyes flicked back to him, and each time it happened, Tom felt another electric pulse, a throb that left him raw.

He finished the shot and the chaser, then signaled for another, this time with more confidence. When April delivered it, her fingers lingered a beat longer, nails grazing the back of his hand. Tom gripped the glass hard, fighting the urge to follow her, to ask for her number, to do something reckless.

He was drunk on her already.

By the time he finished the second round, Tom’s sense of time had gone slippery. The music, the lights, the bodies packed close—all of it blurred into a single sensation: heat, pressure, hunger. He watched April work, tracked her every move, waiting for her to look at him again.

She didn’t disappoint. When she finally caught his eye from across the room, she raised her own glass, held his gaze, and smiled—not the friendly smile, not the bartender’s mask, but something private and pointed.

It was a look that promised trouble.

Tom’s heart hammered in response, and he was sure she could see it. He barely heard the people next to him, barely noticed the heat on his cheeks. All he wanted was to get closer, to touch, to see what would happen if he let himself go.

He waited for her to circle back, and this time, when she did, he was ready.



He tried to act cool as April approached, but it was like pretending to be casual while standing in front of a firing squad. Every nerve in Tom’s body braced for impact. Her footsteps were nearly silent, but the buzz of her energy preceded her, parting the air as she drew closer. The music receded in Tom’s brain, replaced by the thump of his own pulse and the static of anticipation.

She leaned in, hands planted on either side of his glass, and said, “First time at Salud!? I’d remember a face like yours.” Her voice was a shock—clear and melodic, but with an undercurrent of grit that made each word feel both practiced and spontaneous. Tom opened his mouth and found that, for a few seconds, he had nothing to offer except the world’s most awkward nod.

April laughed—not mocking, but inclusive, as if his nervousness was a secret they’d decided to share. She slid onto the barstool next to him, legs crossed so her skirt rode up just enough to show a flash of thigh. The skin was pale, freckled in a way that begged for closer inspection, and the sight of it jump-started every fantasy he’d been working on since the night before.

“I’m April,” she said, as if the name were an answer to a question he hadn’t yet asked.

“Tom,” he managed, then immediately regretted not making up a name cooler than his own.

“So, Tom. What brings you to our little corner of the world?” She cocked her head, and a single copper strand slipped over her eye. She didn’t move to brush it away. Her eyes lingered on him, and he felt himself under a microscope—studied, measured, maybe even toyed with.

Tom swallowed. “I just moved in across the street. Figured I’d check out the local scene.”

“Ah, the lure of convenience.” April’s smile was quicksilver, gone and back in an instant. “Or maybe you heard we have the best mezcal for a hundred miles.” She signaled the other bartender for a fresh bottle, then refilled his glass without asking.

He took a sip. It was fire and sweetness, and he coughed, embarrassed, but she only leaned closer, her shoulder brushing his. The scent of her was immediate: citrus, smoke, and something floral that made him dizzy.

She lowered her voice, so only he could hear. “Seriously, though. You picked a good night. Some say Wednesdays are our slow nights, but I think they’re the best.” Her hand landed on his forearm, just above the wrist, cool and dry. “Less noise. More time to talk.”

She held him there, pinning him to the moment. Tom could barely breathe. Every inch of his skin seemed to be drawing up memory from the night before, every cell electrified by the idea that she might be thinking some version of the same thing he was. He wanted to reach out, to take her hand or stroke her leg or say something so clever she’d be forced to reevaluate her whole approach to life, but all that came out was a clumsy, “So, you run this place?”

“Guilty.” April’s laugh hit him low in the stomach, more caress than sound. “It’s been in the family for years, and I’m the only one who can handle the paperwork and the regulars.” She gestured at the room, where the regulars seemed to lean toward her as if magnetized. “I like it, though. People here are more honest than you’d expect. By the end of the night, all their secrets float up to the surface.”

Tom blushed at that, thinking about his own secrets—how he’d watched her from his window, how he’d lost control in his own bed with her name on his lips, how he was already hard just from sitting next to her. He tried to hide it by shifting his knees under the bar, but the friction only made things worse.

April must have noticed, because her eyes flickered down, then back up, and her smile went crooked. “You seem tense,” she said, as if reading a script from his subconscious.

“Long day,” Tom managed, but she didn’t look convinced.

They talked for a few minutes—small stuff, about the neighborhood, the city, the best places to get coffee. April kept the questions coming, steering the conversation expertly. Tom found himself answering, sometimes honestly, sometimes inventing new details just to keep her attention. All the while, the touch of her hand on his arm lingered, an anchor and an invitation.

Then, as if to prove her point about secrets, she leaned in so close he could feel her breath on his cheek. “You know,” she murmured, “most people come here with a reason. Even if they don’t know it yet.” She reached for a glass above the bar, and as she did, her blouse shifted, revealing a flash of deep red strap over her shoulder. The edge of her bra, delicate and lacy, pressed against pale skin in a way that made Tom’s mind blank out.

Something happened then. The bar faded. The sounds of the room collapsed to a hush. All of Tom’s awareness funneled to the point where her skin met fabric. He felt an unbearable tightness under his zipper—then, without warning, a hot, shuddering release. He tried to clamp down, to hold it back, but it was no use; the orgasm ripped through him, silent and catastrophic, like a dam breaking.

How pathetic. He had cum in his pants at the brush of a bra strap!

Tom fumbled for his napkin, pretending to wipe his mouth. His hands trembled so hard he nearly knocked over his glass. He glanced down, desperate to gauge the damage, but was too afraid to look directly. The warmth between his legs was obscene.

April pretended not to see, but her next words landed with precision. “Sometimes, people just need to let go,” she said, the syllables slow and heavy. “And there’s nothing wrong with that.” She stood, smoothing her skirt with a gesture. “I’ll be around if you need anything… else.”

She walked away, hips rolling, and Tom sat frozen, breathing through his teeth. The shame was a living thing now, crawling up his chest and into his throat. He clamped his thighs together, hoping the darkness of the bar and the angle of the seat would hide the spreading stain. He wanted to disappear, to melt into the wood or vanish in a puff of embarrassment.

He grabbed his wallet, threw down enough cash to cover a week’s worth of drinks, and stood, keeping his jacket slung low in front of him. He forced himself to walk, step after step, feeling the cooling dampness grow sticky as the night air hit it. He didn’t look at anyone. He didn’t breathe until he’d shoved open the door and escaped into the street.

He stumbled to the curb, heart pounding, mind awash in humiliation. He could still feel the pressure of April’s eyes on his back, following him, dissecting him, maybe even enjoying his defeat. For a long moment, he just stood there, stunned, as the neon sign from the bar flickered above his head.

He’d never been so thoroughly undone by another person. Never.

He made his way home in a daze, every step a reminder of the mess between his thighs. He didn’t care. The only thing he cared about was that, even in his lowest moment, he wanted more.

He wanted her.


Chapter 3

The first night, it was only curiosity. Tom leaned against the radiator with a cold can of Modelo, peeling at the tab and watching the late crowd shuffle into Salud!. He’d left his lights off—habit from living in cities, the way windows became both shields and confessionals after sundown—and let the amber spill of the cantina become his own private planetarium. The faces that drifted into the golden wash were anonymous, blurry. He counted heads, tried to guess their stories by gait or haircut or the way their shoes announced them on the sidewalk. When April’s hair appeared at the bar, it was an accident: a flare of color as she tilted her head to listen to a customer, her ponytail swishing like a second thought. Tom drained the Modelo, finished two more, and told himself it was nothing.

The second night, it was intentional. He waited for the windows to fog with breath and body heat, then wiped his own clean with the hem of an old t-shirt. The air was sticky, electric with summer’s leftover charge, and every sound from Salud! seemed to bypass the street and lodge directly under Tom’s skin. He charted the pattern—how the same men in hoodies would stake out the stoop at nine, how a group of women in dental scrubs always arrived near closing, how the old guy with the glass eye stayed till the lights cut out. April was there, always. She poured, she laughed, she leaned in close over the bar and let the regulars soak her up. Tom tried to time his blinks to catch her each time she passed through the gap in the curtains. Sometimes, he imagined she knew he was watching. Sometimes, he imagined she was watching back.

The third night, it was a compulsion.

He’d planned to spend the evening repotting his one surviving plant or doing pushups, maybe even writing the apology text to his ex that he’d drafted and deleted a dozen times. Instead, at 8:02, he found himself standing at the window again, breath already fogging the glass, heart thumping with the dumb anticipation of a kid waiting for fireworks. The street outside was emptier than before. Maybe people had learned to avoid it after dark, or maybe they’d all been swallowed whole by the cantina, but Tom could see the bones of the neighborhood: the broken streetlamp, the trash bags clustered like tumors at the curb, the sagging banner for a laundromat that hadn’t opened in months.

Inside Salud!, the crowd was thinner, the heat less visible. Still, every twenty minutes, new shadows would materialize at the door. Tom watched them with a growing sense of voyeuristic pride, cataloging their features, imagining the world through their hunger. He tried to keep a running count—seventeen people entered in the span of two hours, but only fourteen came out. He squinted at the exodus, scanning for pairs or groups, but most of the departures were solitary, faces drawn and eyes glazed, as if they’d left a piece of themselves behind at the bar.

It was only when April appeared that he felt anything close to envy. The bar’s light caught her hair and made it torch-bright, a halo that traveled with her as she moved. Her arms were bare tonight, freckled and strong, and her skirt hugged her hips so tightly it looked poured on. Tom pressed his forehead to the glass, felt the sweat bloom there, and let his eyes linger on the shape of her as she bent to tap a keg or reached up for a bottle. She moved like she was underwater, every motion measured and sinuous, but her expression was always alert—eyes darting, lips twitching, cataloging the needs of the room.

His hands clenched on the windowsill. The urge, whatever it was, had worked itself deep into the machinery of his body. He felt it as a flush in the neck, a tightening low in the gut, an ache between the legs that refused to be ignored. He hated himself for it, a little. Hated that the fantasy wasn’t even personal—it was just a montage of stolen glances, the promise of skin, the memory of a laugh that might have been meant for anyone. But when she smiled, even if it was at some washed-out bro in a faded Broncos jersey, Tom felt the heat punch right through him.

He’d lost the thread of time. At some point, the Modelo became whiskey. The neighborhood’s colors leached away, leaving only the gold and shadow of the cantina. April was everywhere, multiplied in the mirror behind the bar, refracted through the frosted glass, distorted into surreal, impossible poses every time she passed by. He caught himself breathing in time with her movements, unconsciously mirroring her gestures—cocking his head when she did, shrugging a shoulder as she laughed, tilting his own glass to match her pour.

Around midnight, Tom’s phone buzzed from somewhere in the room. He ignored it. His entire world was the window and what lay beyond it. When April ducked out to sweep the stoop, he jerked back from the glass, nearly tripping over the radiator, heart racing as if he’d been caught mid-crime. She paused, looked up at his building, and for a second Tom was sure she’d seen him. Her eyes scanned the upper floors, lingered on his own dark window, then moved on. She swept, she smoked a cigarette, she returned inside. Tom exhaled.

His reflection was a stranger: wild-eyed, jaw set, hair damp from leaning too long against the glass. He felt ridiculous, like a peeping Tom out of an after-school special, but the shame barely registered beneath the ache that had settled between his ribs.

He closed his eyes, rubbed his palms hard against them, and tried to shake off the spell. But when he looked again, April was back behind the bar, and every nerve in his body shivered with anticipation. He was so focused, so utterly absorbed, that he didn’t notice the first pale light of morning seeping into the street, didn’t hear the garbage truck rumble past, didn’t even register the urgent beeping from his phone until the screen lit up the whole room. It was his alarm, set for a job he’d already forgotten existed.

Tom staggered away from the window, blood pounding, mouth sour with hunger and thirst. His apartment was a furnace, the sheets on his bed tangled and kicked to the floor, the walls so thin they seemed to vibrate with the memory of last night’s music. He felt like he’d run a marathon or been wrung out by invisible hands.

He collapsed onto the mattress, but his thoughts kept orbiting Salud!, kept circling the bar, kept returning to the impossible promise of April’s smile. Even with his eyes closed, he could see the afterimage of her moving through the golden light.

He slept, if you could call it that, and dreamed of nothing but windows.



Monday, 8:46 a.m.

The office was a mausoleum. Rows of half-walls, gray and padded, stretched in every direction. Each cube held a screen, each screen another Tom: hunched, flickering, atomized by the dull compulsion to type and respond and smile when spoken to. Overhead lights hummed at a frequency Tom could feel in his fillings. He sat, sleep-stupid and slick with last night’s sweat, at his assigned terminal in Pod 3B, willing the cursor to stop blinking at him.

It didn’t. Each pulse was a rebuke, a tiny metronome ticking off the hours he’d wasted staring out his window instead of prepping for this morning’s “collaborative scrum.” His email was a wall of reminders and invites and color-coded urgencies. He read none of them.

He reached for the coffee. The mug was bone-dry, abandoned by a previous tenant. Next to it: three paper cups from the break room, stacked like shot glasses at an AA meeting. Tom considered fetching a fourth, but the ritual wouldn’t fix the raw, sandpapery ache behind his eyes.

He scrolled to the top of his inbox. The supervisor—who everyone called “the Overlord” in tones of half-joking, half-cowed reverence—had flagged three messages with escalating subject lines:

- URGENT: Client Review 9 AM

- Please Advise—Missing Doc?

- Re: Re: Re: Follow-up

Tom blinked, tried to process the words, but each phrase dissolved into static. He closed his eyes and let his brain drift sideways, conjuring the image of April at the bar, the way she’d cocked her hip while pouring a shot, the smudge of lipstick on her glass. The sensation was so vivid he could almost taste it, a ghost of smoke and salt and perfume.

The work computer was firewall-hardened, but his fingers itched for the browser all the same. On a whim, he typed “redhead” into the document field. The word appeared in bold, black text, all alone on the white. He backspaced it, tried again: “bartender.” Then, just for the hell of it, “mezcal.” He deleted each in turn, then stared at the empty page, feeling like he’d just confessed to something.

The floor manager trundled past, casting a quick look over the divider. Tom straightened, forced his hands into productive motion. He opened a spreadsheet, tabbed through three rows, then minimized it. The illusion of work was all that mattered.

At 9:00 exactly, his phone buzzed: Meeting. He joined the video call, which was actually just an audio conference piped through the Overlord’s omnipresent screen. Tom muted his mic and left the camera dark. Someone rattled off numbers; someone else made a joke about bandwidth and “these crazy times.” The laughter was thin, forced. Tom doodled a spiral in his notepad, then let the spiral become a loose sketch of a face: sharp jaw, crooked smile, hair pulled back so tightly it looked like flame. He shaded the lips, then the eyes, making them too big, too bright.

Someone said his name. “Tom, you there?”

He jerked upright. “Yeah, sorry. Lost audio for a sec. What’s up?”

“We need your take on the Walker account,” came the voice, neutral but strained.

Tom fumbled through his notes, found nothing. “Uh. Still reviewing the Q2 numbers. I’ll have a summary by lunch.”

“Great,” the voice replied, making it clear it was not great, but not worth arguing about.

Tom killed the call, then slumped in his chair, adrenaline draining fast. He stared at the sketch on his pad, realizing only now how much it looked like April. He traced the outline of her neck with his pen, then snapped the notepad closed, embarrassed even in solitude.

The rest of the day followed suit. Every task was a boulder. He fielded two calls, answered three emails, and spent forty minutes on hold with an IT vendor, all while watching the clock on his screen. Time moved in two speeds: glacial when he was working, double-time when his mind drifted back to the window, the bar, the heat of the light on April’s skin.

At 2:07, a colleague—Jenna, from the next cube—popped her head over the wall.

“Hey. You look like shit,” she said, not unkindly.

“Yeah. Didn’t sleep,” Tom replied, rubbing his temples for effect.

“You hung over or something?” Jenna smirked, then caught the look in his eyes and sobered. “Seriously, you okay?”

He shrugged, managing a smile that didn’t reach past his teeth. “Just need to reset. It’s nothing.”

She nodded, lingered for a second, then ducked back down. Tom wondered if she’d tell HR, or just the break room. Either way, he didn’t care. His mind was already assembling the evening’s itinerary: get home, shower off the day, park at the window. Watch. Wait.

At 3:20, he caved and googled “April Winters Salud!” on his personal phone, thumb flying over the keys. The bar had a Facebook page—mostly photos of margarita towers and birthday shots—but in the background of nearly every image was April, sometimes blurred, sometimes sharp, always poised at the edge of the frame. She never looked at the camera, but her presence dominated every picture. The comments section was an infinite scroll of thirsty compliments and cryptic inside jokes. Tom scrolled until his thumb ached.

He lost an hour that way. When the supervisor stopped by for a “quick touch base,” Tom snapped to attention, phone sliding silently into his lap.

“Still on for tomorrow’s deadline?” the Overlord asked, brow cocked.

“Absolutely,” Tom lied.

“Need anything from me?”

“Nope. All good.”

The Overlord gave a perfunctory smile and vanished, leaving behind a faint cloud of aftershave and managerial anxiety.

Tom closed the laptop at exactly 5:01. He stood, joints popping, and realized how much his body hurt from the day’s inertia. The world outside the office was lit with the dusty blue of early evening. He forced himself to walk the long way to the subway, thinking maybe the extra steps would settle him. It didn’t. The whole ride home, he barely noticed the other passengers—the woman with the earbud tan line, the kid playing Candy Crush at maximum volume, the trio of service workers knocking back roadies in brown bags. He couldn’t stop replaying the bar scene in his head, couldn’t shake the certainty that tonight would be different, that tonight she’d see him watching and come find him.

His heart started to thump at the thought, a low and slow percussion in his chest.

By the time he got back to his apartment, the sun had already dipped below the horizon, and the window across the street glowed like a promise.

Tom didn’t bother with dinner. He didn’t bother with the plant, or the laundry, or the apology text he’d left festering in his drafts. He pulled up a chair to the window, cracked a beer, and watched. The crowd at Salud! was bigger tonight. More faces, more energy. He counted them as they arrived, each new body pushing the bar closer to critical mass.

But Tom only cared about one face. When April finally appeared, floating through the field of light and glass, every muscle in his body went tight and expectant.

He watched her until his eyes blurred. He watched her until the beer went warm. He watched her until the clock on the stove said midnight, and even then, he kept watching, sure that if he blinked, he’d miss her looking back.

He waited. He hoped.

He knew, with the certainty of a curse, that tomorrow would be the same.



The knock came just after dark, three quick raps against the cheap wood of the apartment door. Tom almost didn’t answer—he was in boxers and a faded t-shirt, a can of beer balanced on one knee, the cold blue of the TV washing over him as he watched the street from his usual spot. But the knock didn’t repeat. It just waited.

He hauled himself up, shuffling barefoot to the door, and opened it to find Marty Caldwell in the hall. Not the oatmeal sweater Marty from last week, but a dressed-up version: sport coat too small at the shoulders, shirt wrinkled at the cuffs, a whiff of something floral and alcoholic curling in behind him.

“Evening,” Marty said, voice subdued. He looked past Tom into the room, then quickly down at his own hands, which fidgeted with the button on his sleeve.

Tom tried to smile. “Didn’t expect company. Everything okay?”

Marty hesitated, then stepped inside, closing the door with careful quiet. “Just thought I’d check in.” He surveyed the living room, noting the open beer, the mess of takeout containers, the window fogged with condensation.

Tom followed his gaze. “Been a long week.”

“Yeah,” Marty said. He didn’t move to sit, just hovered near the edge of the kitchenette, one hand on the back of a chair for balance. “Place smells better than the last guy who lived here. That’s an improvement.”

Tom shrugged, unsure if it was a compliment or a warning.

Marty finally settled into the chair, but even seated, he seemed ready to bolt. His eyes kept sliding past the window—never at it, just near it, as if afraid to catch the glow from across the street.

After a minute, Tom broke the silence. “You want a beer, or—?”

Marty shook his head. “I won’t stay long.” He wiped his palms on his trousers, fingers shaking. “You ever hear about the guy who had this place before you?”

Tom shook his head, trying not to look as interested as he felt.

“Name was Jeremy. Tech guy. Moved in, kept to himself, paid the rent on time.” Marty stared at the table, voice going thinner. “At first, he’d just sit at that window and watch. Same as you.”

Tom felt his neck go hot. “I mean, the view’s hard to miss,” he joked.

Marty didn’t smile. “Yeah. Well. It started with watching. Then he’d go in for a drink, just once a week. Then twice. After a few months, he was over there every night.” The words came slower, like they cost him to say. “Stopped showing up for work. Lost his job. Spent what little money he had left at Salud!.” Marty cleared his throat. “You know how it ended?”

Tom shook his head again, beer heavy in his hand.

“One day, I get a call from the cops. They’d found him in his bed—right where you sleep, actually.” Marty’s eyes flickered up, then away. “Said it looked like he just… withered. Like there was nothing left but skin and bones. He was smiling, though. Biggest damn smile you ever saw.”

Tom laughed, a brittle sound, and took a swallow. “That’s a hell of a story.”

“It’s not a story,” Marty said. “It’s a pattern.”

They sat in silence, the only sound the distant thump of music from Salud!. The hum of the refrigerator. The soft slap of Tom’s own pulse in his ears.

Finally, Tom said, “I appreciate the concern, but I’m not some shut-in. I can handle myself.”

Marty nodded, but the look he gave Tom was pure defeat. “I said that to the last guy, too.” He pushed himself up from the chair. “Just… if you ever feel like it’s getting out of hand, come find me. Okay?”

“Sure, Marty.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Marty took a last look at the window, then at Tom. He looked older than his years, like something had pulled the stuffing out of him and left only the baggy skin and the urge to warn.

He left, the door clicking softly behind him.

Tom stood in the middle of the room, beer forgotten, and listened to the silence. He tried to shake off the story, but it clung to him. He replayed every word, every hesitation in Marty’s voice. The part about the smile stuck hardest.

Eventually, Tom drifted back to the window. Salud! was pulsing with light and motion. Even from a hundred feet away, he could see the crowd pressing against the bar, the way April commanded their attention.

He stood there for a long time, just watching.

He felt the smile creep up on him, unbidden.

He didn’t stop it.



Friday arrived with a pressure-drop, the kind of airless day that sucked every molecule of energy out of the sky. Tom woke tangled in damp sheets, mouth sour, his first conscious thought a countdown to sunset. He spent the morning stalking his own apartment—dishes washed, trash out, nothing left to distract from the itch building under his skin. By noon, he’d changed shirts twice and had already lined up three different options on the bed: dark blue, black, and a maroon button-down he hadn’t worn since the interview last year. Each one looked like it belonged to a slightly different man.

He tried on the blue first. Too bright. The black next. Too obvious. The maroon—too formal. He paced, tried all three again, this time with a fresh undershirt, then a different belt, then the old leather watch. By two o’clock he was sweating in the pit of his elbows, the shirts forming a neat, accusatory stack on the mattress.

He finally went back to the blue. He liked the way it sharpened the color of his eyes, made him look less… haunted. In the bathroom, he studied himself under the bare bulb, rolling the sleeves up to the perfect midpoint on his forearm. He practiced smiling—first the “chill guy at the bar” smile, then the “dangerous stranger,” then something in between, neither too eager nor too dead inside.

The mirror was unsparing: there were purple bags under his eyes, and a groove in his cheek he’d never noticed before. He could almost hear Jenna’s voice—You look like shit—but he imagined April would appreciate it, maybe see it as a mark of authenticity. He practiced a few opening lines, muttered them into the sink, hating each one more than the last. He ran his hands through his hair, gelled it, rinsed it, then tried again, settling on a mussed-up, deliberate mess.

He dabbed cologne on his wrists. The bottle was an old gift, cheap and sharp, but he used it anyway. He counted the bills in his wallet—three twenties, two fives, a couple singles—and then counted them again, just to be sure. He checked his phone, noted the time, checked it again. Every minute crawled.

By five o’clock, he was vibrating with anticipation. He cracked a beer to steady himself, then nursed it slow, determined not to get sloppy. Instead of watching TV, he walked the apartment in slow, deliberate circuits, the blue shirt fitting tighter as his muscles tensed. At six, he stood at the window, watching the first wave of Friday night wash up against Salud!.

The street was alive. Cars parked and re-parked in the same ten spaces. Bikes and e-scooters zigzagged between the curb and the crosswalk, riders yelling and laughing as they looped around each other. A food truck set up on the corner, sending steam and onion-smell into the air. Groups of three or four assembled on the sidewalk, hugging and shouting, then dissolving and reassembling, always drifting toward the light and noise of the cantina.

Inside Salud!, the bar was already packed. Tom could see bodies pressed two-deep against the counter, arms waving bills and cards, heads thrown back in laughter or defeat. The music, which most nights bled through the glass in bright bursts, tonight sounded muffled, almost subterranean, as if the building was swallowing it whole.

He scanned for April. At first, no sign. But then, right as he considered giving up, she appeared—hair down, not up, curls exploding in every direction. She wore a red dress that clung to her hips, a thin black apron tied tight at the waist. Even through the crowd, she moved like she owned every square inch of the room. She poured, shook, smiled, and never seemed to break a sweat. Every time she leaned forward, the men at the bar leaned in, too, like plants toward the sun.

Tom felt his pulse spike, a full-body lurch. He checked the clock again—only six-forty. Still too early. He didn’t want to show up at the very start, didn’t want to look desperate. He tried to read a book, but the words slipped off the page, meaningless. He watched a YouTube video, but the audio was garbled by the noise in his head. He paced. He checked the shirts again, though the blue was already buttoned to his throat.

At seven-twenty, he stood in front of the mirror one last time. He told himself he looked fine. He told himself this was normal, that people went to bars to meet bartenders all the time. He tried to remember what Marty had said, about the pattern, about the guy who’d shriveled away, but the memory had no traction—just a ghost of a warning, already fading.

He slipped on his shoes, laced them tight. He pocketed his phone, wallet, keys. He rolled his sleeves up another half-inch, checked for deodorant stains, checked for lint. He did one last pass through the apartment, scanning for anything out of place, anything that might betray him if he brought April back here—god, the thought of that made his heart stutter.

At the door, he hesitated. The hallway outside was silent, the only sound a distant whoop from the street below. He took a breath, held it, then let it out slow. He tried to shake off the nerves, but they only coalesced, a cold band around his gut.

He opened the door, stepped into the corridor, and locked up behind him. The click of the deadbolt sounded final.

On the stairs, he counted each step. Twelve down, two landings, then the lobby, which smelled of Pine-Sol and mildew. He checked his reflection in the dark glass of the front door, liked what he saw. Not perfect, but good enough.

He stepped into the evening, the sky above bruised and heavy, streetlights flickering on in half-hearted protest. The air was thick with humidity and the promise of rain. Tom moved with purpose—crossed the street, hands in pockets, head up. He dodged a group of college kids, smiled at the woman from the corner store who always eyed him with suspicion.

As he neared Salud!, the noise grew—laughter, music, the high-pitched clink of glasses. He felt every eye on him, real or imagined, as he slipped through the crowd at the door and found his way to the bar.

April was there, exactly where he’d pictured her, only brighter, sharper, more alive than anything his mind had conjured. She looked up as he approached, and for a moment, their eyes met. The air between them snapped tight.

She smiled. Tom smiled back, his nerves turning to static.

He ordered a drink—mezcal, neat—and she poured it herself, her fingers brushing his as she set the glass down. Her eyes lingered, just a fraction too long. He felt the heat of it, deep and dangerous, and welcomed it.

He took a sip, the liquid fire spreading through his chest, and in that moment, everything else—Marty’s warning, the cold pit in his gut, even the world outside—fell away.

There was only the bar, the light, and the impossible, electric promise of her.


Chapter 4

Friday had chewed Tom up and spat him out. He left the office with his tie balled in one hand, shirt untucked, every muscle in his shoulders knotted from a day spent firefighting emails and performance reviews he could barely fake caring about. The city’s heat pressed in as he walked, and the thought of his uncooled apartment made him consider just wandering the neighborhood until sunrise. Instead, he veered toward the only beacon on the street: Salud!, pulsing with amber light, the warmth of its windows like open arms and teeth at once.

Tonight, the bar was a furnace. Spanish music slammed against the glass, trumpets and clapping and laughter layered over a drumbeat that could have been Tom’s own pulse. Inside, the air shimmered with humidity and the collision of perfumes—orange peel, clove, an undercurrent of sweat. The crowd was a single, writhing organism: men and women crammed shoulder to shoulder, torsos pressed against the bar, every table full. Faces were gaunt in the shadows, cheeks sharp, eyes rimmed with hunger, but each flickered with life as they traded shots and stories. Every few seconds, a burst of laughter would spike above the music, then collapse back into the undertow of voices.

Tom elbowed his way through, brushing against bare arms and the sharp edges of handbags. He had to plant his feet just to avoid being shunted backwards by the crowd surge at the bar. He saw the college girls from the night before, their makeup already smudged, shrieking at something on a phone screen. Two old men in shirtsleeves, veins raised blue on their hands, silently drained tumblers of bourbon, their mouths set in the grim joy of the professional drinker. Even the loners, hunched at the end of the bar, looked alert, eyes darting at every new arrival.

But Tom only cared about the one behind the bar. April.

She moved through the mess like she was built for it. Her hair was down, not a strand out of place, a red so bright it seemed its own source of light. She wore black, again—blouse open at the throat, sleeves rolled, skirt tight to her hips. Tom watched as she spun, poured, grabbed bottles from impossible angles. She made each drink with an athlete’s focus, never a wasted motion, and still found time to flash a joke at a regular or tap a stranger’s hand to get their attention. Every time she smiled, the men at the bar leaned closer, like bugs sucked into a flytrap.

Tom felt himself pulled forward. He tried not to show it, but the compulsion had settled into his bones—tonight, he wasn’t going to watch. He was going to do something, say something. For once in his life, he was going to be the guy who made a move.

He waited for a break in the rush, then found his opening and slid into a sliver of space at the bar. April saw him instantly. Her eyes flicked up, pupils huge and bright, and for a second he thought she might not recognize him. Then she smiled, slow and feral.

“Well, hey there, Blue Shirt,” she called, just loud enough to carry over the noise.

He nearly blushed. “Hey,” he managed. “Busy night.”

She leaned in, so close he could see the freckle on the bridge of her nose, the faint sheen of sweat at her temples. “You have no idea,” she said, then glanced over both shoulders before dipping even lower, her mouth just off his ear. “Could use an extra pair of hands if you’re offering.”

He laughed, surprised. “I’m barely qualified to pour cereal.”

April grinned. “Don’t worry. We train on the job.” She slid her hand under the counter, fumbled for a second, then lifted the hinged section with a flick of her wrist. “C’mon. It’ll be fun.”

Before he could think, she reached out, fingers grazing the inside of his forearm. The touch was brief, but the jolt of it was immediate—hot and sharp, like he’d been poked with a live wire. She didn’t wait for him to process. She just tugged, and suddenly Tom was stepping around the end of the bar, ducking under the pass-through, and popping up in the space behind.

The world changed. From this side, the crowd was a wall, arms and faces mashed together, all the need and noise directed at him. Bottles lined the shelves in impossible order: tequila, mezcal, rum, even a few he didn’t recognize. The sink steamed with suds, glasses piled in stacks. There was no room to breathe, and yet, Tom felt a rush of clear, clean adrenaline. April watched him, eyes narrowed in playful challenge.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she said, and pressed a glass into his hand.

The next few minutes were chaos. April barked orders, and Tom tried to follow, scrambling for limes, sliding glasses down the bar, catching bottles she flung at him. He dropped a cocktail napkin; she swooped to catch it before it hit the floor. When he tried to wipe a spill, she grabbed his hand, redirected it. “No, like this,” she said, her breath hot on his neck as she reached around from behind, her chest pressed firm against his back. He could feel her body, every curve, as she guided his motion: slow, circular, deliberate.

Tom’s hands shook, but he got better with each pass. April worked the crowd with sniper precision—locking eyes with a customer, making them feel like they were the only one in the room, then moving on just as quickly. Tom mimicked her, sort of, mostly just handing out beers and trying not to trip over his own feet. At one point, a woman in a sequined top called out for shots, and Tom lined them up, splashing only a little. April watched with amusement, then grabbed the bottle and showed him the right angle: elbow high, wrist cocked, a theatrical flourish at the end.

“See? Natural,” she said, and he felt a weird pride settle in.

After a half-hour, the bar’s pace hit a sweet spot. The first wave of drinkers mellowed into slow, slurring laughter, and the music took on a drowsier groove. Tom found himself working in sync with April, moving past each other in the narrow corridor, their hips and arms grazing in a rhythm that was, if not intimate, then at least familiar. Once, as they passed, she let her hand slip low along his waist, her fingers tracing the line of his belt for a second too long. He flinched, but she just smirked and kept pouring.

“Having fun yet?” she teased, eyes flicking to his lips.

He nodded, unable to hide the tremor in his voice. “Actually, yeah.”

“Good. You’re a quick study.” April leaned in, her lips so close that for a second Tom thought she might kiss him. Instead, she whispered, “Stick around for closing. We’ll do something special.”

He swallowed, heart hammering. “What kind of special?”

She winked, then pivoted to serve a round of old fashioneds to a group of men who looked like they’d just lost a collective fortune at the track.

The rest of the night passed in a blur. Tom lost track of time. The light behind the bar made everything seem liquid, unreal. He caught glimpses of his own reflection in the mirror, sweat beading at his brow, shirt sticking to his chest, eyes wide and bright. At some point, April slid a mezcal shot down the bar to him and ordered him to drink it. He did, the flavor hitting him like a punch, smoke and salt and something floral that lingered on his tongue.

Every so often, she’d catch his eye, and Tom felt the old pull—something between a dare and a promise. He wanted, more than anything, to reach across the bottles and touch her, to feel if her skin was as electric as it had seemed the first time. But April kept moving, always one step ahead, always just out of reach.

By midnight, the crowd thinned. A few stragglers lingered, and the college girls flirted with the bald bartender until they got bored and stumbled out into the night. Tom started wiping down the bar, careful this time, and April watched him with a smile that was part approval, part something else.

“You did great,” she said. “Better than most first-timers.”

He grinned, then realized he was still clutching the rag she’d given him hours ago. “Guess I’ve got a new calling.”

April took the rag from his hand, then set it aside. She leaned in, her voice soft and close. “You want to see the real secret of Salud!?”

Tom hesitated, then nodded. He would have agreed to anything.

April lifted the bar’s end again, motioned for him to follow. He did, ducking under, then up again. She grabbed his hand—not a casual touch this time, but a full, confident grip—and led him toward the back, past the emptying tables and the dim glow of the jukebox.

Every nerve in his body lit up. He could feel her fingers tight around his, the pulse at her wrist matching his own. He didn’t even hear the music anymore, or the laughter from the last of the drinkers. The only thing that mattered was the warmth of her palm, the promise of whatever came next.

April stopped at a heavy wooden door, so old it looked original to the building. She turned, pressed her body flush against him. Her hair smelled like citrus and sweat, and the contact made Tom dizzy.

“You ready?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer. He just nodded, his whole body trembling with anticipation.

April smiled, then slid her hand up to his face, thumb tracing the line of his jaw. She leaned in, and this time, she did kiss him—mouth open, insistent, the taste of mezcal and heat on her tongue. Tom kissed back, desperate, the world narrowing to the pressure of her lips and the drag of her fingers along his throat.

Then she broke away, eyes wild. “Let’s go,” she said, and pulled him through the door.

The bar disappeared behind them, the noise and the lights snuffed out by the heavy wood as it slammed shut.

All that remained was the dark and the promise of April’s skin still burning on his.

# Scene 2 - from Viewpoint Character: Tom's point of view

The back room was nothing like Tom expected. No walk-in freezer, no battered office. Just a corridor, narrow and suffocating, lined with yellowed newspaper clippings and black-and-white photos tacked crookedly to the walls. Tom barely registered the images as April pulled him forward. His senses overloaded, the only thing real was the pressure of her hand and the echo of their footsteps on cracked linoleum.

At the end of the hall, April stopped. She pressed him up against a scarred door, the weight of her body pinning him in place. Her mouth was on him before he could speak—hard, hungry, tongue slick with mezcal and orange. Tom kissed back, hands fisting in the fabric of her shirt, but April was in control, her fingers winding behind his neck to hold him close. She bit his lip, just enough to hurt, and when she pulled away, Tom tasted blood and sugar on his tongue.

She searched his eyes, then smiled. “You’re a fast learner,” she whispered.

He opened his mouth to reply, but April spun him around and pushed through the door. The sudden shift made Tom stumble, but she caught him, her arms locked around his waist. The new space was just as claustrophobic—storage shelves and a chipped Formica table, the back wall lined with crates of liquor. A single bulb overhead threw everything into sharp relief. The air was warmer here, close and sweet, and the only sound was their breathing, thick and urgent.

April set him on the table, then stepped between his legs, pushing his knees apart with her hips. She unbuttoned his shirt slowly, eyes never leaving his, her hands cool and sure. Each button was a tiny surrender, and Tom felt himself melting, the last of his bravado stripped away with the cotton. April kissed along his throat, then down his chest, pausing to bite at his collarbone. He shuddered, felt the table vibrate under his hands.

She leaned in, hair falling around his face. “Still want to help out?” she teased, voice so low it was almost a growl.

Tom nodded, barely able to speak.

April reached behind him and grabbed a bottle of mezcal, the label curling at the edges. She poured a measure into a shot glass, then pressed it to his lips. “Drink,” she commanded. He obeyed, the liquor burning a path to his stomach.

She kissed him again, and this time it was different—slower, more deliberate. She traced his ribs with her fingers, then slipped her hand lower, stopping just above his waistband. Tom’s body jolted at the contact, and April smiled, pleased. She moved her hand further, brushing him through his jeans, then popping the button with a single practiced flick. He groaned, hips arching up, but April kept her movements controlled, almost clinical. She slid the zipper down, then paused, watching his face for any sign of resistance. There was none.

She ran her hand along him, fingers sure and soft, and Tom nearly lost it right then. She stroked him through the thin fabric of his boxers, then dipped her hand inside. The contact was hot, electric, her grip perfect. He tried to steady his breathing, but every time her thumb circled the head of his cock, a fresh shockwave hit him.

April kissed the corner of his mouth, then whispered, “You like that?”

“God, yes,” he choked out.

She worked him slow, then fast, alternating pressure until Tom was shaking. His vision tunneled, the edges of the room fuzzing out. April watched him, eyes wide and hungry. “Don’t hold back,” she said, and with a final twist, she sent him over the edge. He came hard, harder than he ever had, the world dropping away in white-hot pulses.

April held him until the shaking stopped. Then she drew her hand back, licking the last of him from her fingers. She smiled, lips glistening. “Good boy,” she said, then zipped him back up with gentle hands.

Tom slumped on the table, breath ragged. April stroked his hair, then poured another shot and handed it to him. He drank, the mezcal tasting different now—softer, more intimate.

She didn’t let go of him, not even as she cleaned the table or restocked the shelves. Tom was content to let her do whatever she wanted. He’d never felt so relaxed, so free of thought. It was as if April had carved out the part of his brain that worried or doubted, leaving only the animal parts: the need to touch, to taste, to feel.

They spent the next hour in the back, Tom perched on the table, April orbiting him, brushing his shoulders or slipping a hand under his shirt every time she passed. They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to.

At some point, April pulled him up, and together they wandered back into the main bar. The lights were lower now, the music softer. Most of the crowd had disappeared, but the few who remained looked changed. Their faces were slack, eyes hollow and content, as if they’d been emptied out and filled with something new.

April moved behind the bar and started wiping down the counter. She handed Tom a towel and pointed to the glassware, piled high in the sink. He washed without complaint, hands still trembling from before. April guided him, correcting his grip, nudging his hips when he blocked the faucet. Every touch made him ache for more.

She showed him how to dry the glasses, how to stack them so they didn’t break. At one point, she reached around him to grab a bottle, her breasts pressing into his back, her breath warm on his neck. “Like this,” she said, adjusting his hold on a shaker. Her hands lingered, drawing small circles on his skin.

Time blurred. The clock on the wall seemed to skip, then stutter, then stop altogether. Tom didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was the feel of April’s body and the surety of her touch.

The bar noise faded until all he could hear was her voice and the steady thump of his heart. The other patrons became ghosts, their features smudged and insubstantial, like images in a fogged mirror. Only April was real—her scent, her smile, the heat of her skin.

He noticed, once, that a regular’s hair had gone from black to white in the space of an hour. Another’s face shriveled, eyes retreating into deep sockets. He blinked, tried to process it, but the memory slipped away as April’s hand slid down his back, fingertips light as feathers.

By the time last call came, Tom was floating, his head light and unfocused. He tried to remember what had brought him here, but the idea seemed unimportant, almost funny. He was exactly where he needed to be.

April rang the bell, then motioned for Tom to follow her. They locked up together, the two of them alone in the quiet, the night pressing close against the windows. She led him to the front, pulled him in for a long, slow kiss, then whispered, “You did good tonight.”

He smiled, dizzy with want. “Can I come back?”

April grinned. “You’re part of the family now.”

Tom drifted back to his apartment, barely noticing the chill in the air or the empty street. The glow of the bar still burned behind his eyelids, a brand he couldn’t shake.

He fell into bed without undressing, the smell of April on his skin.

He slept, and when he woke, he could still feel the ghost of her touch along his spine.



The night unspooled like a fever, hours bleeding into each other, the bar shrinking to a tight circle of light and warmth. Tom lost track of time, of sequence, of anything outside April’s orbit. His hands moved on their own, polishing glasses, stacking napkins, pouring shots for the last few drinkers. Every motion felt preordained, muscle memory he hadn’t known he possessed. Even his body ran differently—lighter, more responsive, alive with an electricity that started in his skin and burrowed down to bone.

April was everywhere at once: mixing, wiping, bantering with the stragglers in the hush between songs. But always, always, her eyes kept coming back to him, checking, reeling him in. When she smiled, the effect was chemical. Tom felt his lips curve before his brain got the message.

Eventually, April plucked a brass bell from the far end of the bar and rang it with a wrist-flick that made the whole room go sharp and still. The sound cracked the haze, and for a second, the faces at the bar looked up, dazed and blinking, like people waking from a long, communal dream. A pair of businessmen in loosened ties downed their tequila, wiped their mouths, and slunk off without a word. The last of the college girls fished for a tip in her purse, finally gave up, and stumbled out with a shrug. Even the ancient regulars, the men with faces like withered apples, seemed to drain a little further, hollowing out as they shuffled to the door.

Tom was alone with April, and the silence was sudden, total. He watched as she locked the door, her movements slow and precise. She checked the windows, then turned off the neon sign. The only light left was the gold pool above the bar and a thin stripe of it bleeding under the corridor door.

April drifted back, arms folded. “You did good tonight,” she said, voice softer, lower than before. She leaned against the counter, her body curved in the lamplight.

Tom felt a primitive pride. “Thanks for the crash course.”

She studied him, head tilted. “You’d make a fine bartender.”

He almost laughed. “Don’t know if I’ve got the stamina.”

April’s smile was different now—less for show, more dangerous. “We can work on that.” She motioned for him to join her behind the bar, and when he hesitated, she beckoned with a single, curling finger.

Tom ducked under the counter and found himself back in the tight space with her. April stood close, their chests nearly touching. She smelled like something sweet and fermented, but with a strange undertone—unfamiliar, not quite floral, not quite spice. It made Tom’s head swim.

She placed her hand flat on his chest, just over his heart. Her palm was hot, almost feverish. “I want to show you something,” she said.

His mouth was dry. “Now?”


Chapter 5

The dark beyond the bar was absolute, a velvet glove around the throat. At first, Tom thought the room was empty. Then April’s hand slid down his, cool as a coin, and she pulled him forward. There was a click behind them—April, twisting a bolt into place with a sureness that told him she’d done this a thousand times. The bar’s noise was gone; all he could hear was his own breath and the faint, animal shuffle of April’s heels on the warped linoleum.

A second later, a light flared overhead—a filament bulb caged in iron, its glow honey-thick and jaundiced, painting the world in bars of gold and bruise. The space was small, maybe eight by ten feet, and every wall was lined floor to ceiling with shelves. No books. Just bottles. Hundreds of them, maybe a thousand, each one unique: some clear, some smoky, most unlabeled except for dates and codes etched directly into the glass. The oldest dates started in the nineteen-twenties, but a few had the shuddery, delicate script of centuries before. The contents ranged from almost translucent to a dense, yellowish cream. Most had sediment swirling at the bottom, as if a piece of the person who filled it had settled and soured over time.

A low altar, more like a table but with the self-importance of religious furniture, squatted in the center. Its surface was marble, cracked through with wine-dark veins. On it, an ornate coupe glass: crystal, the rim dusted with something like gold, or perhaps just tarnish. Next to the glass sat a black notebook and a fountain pen with a nib like a bird’s beak.

April guided him to the altar, her grip never loosening. Her mood had shifted; gone was the banter, the sly hip-waggle. In its place was a steely focus, the way surgeons or butchers go cold right before a cut.

“Take a seat,” she said, voice softened by the acoustics—padded, private, no echo at all.

Tom looked around. There was nowhere to sit but a short, blocky stool by the table. He perched on it, feeling the cold creep through his jeans.

April stood over him, her arms folded. The bulb’s reflection swam in her eyes, turning the blue-green to a strange, aquatic gold.

“You’re probably wondering what all this is,” she said. She reached out and selected a bottle at random—a fat one with a frosted shoulder and a date from 1964. She turned it in her hand, examining the clouded liquid. “People come to Salud! for all sorts of reasons, but the regulars, the ones who keep coming back… they’re here for me.” She smiled, but there was no warmth in it, just a sad inevitability. “Not just for drinks. Or flirting. Or even the sex.”

She uncorked the bottle, and a smell like sweet rot filled the air—fermented sugar, tinged with something musky and forbidden. Tom felt it in the back of his throat.

April poured a splash into the coupe glass, then replaced the cork, setting the bottle back among its siblings.

“This is what I do. What I am.” She looked directly at Tom, her gaze so clinical it was almost obscene. “I collect people. I take them in, one at a time, and I keep a piece of them here. It’s how I stay alive. How I stay young.”

The confession was so matter-of-fact that Tom thought, for a wild second, it was just an extension of her flirtation. Some elaborate game, bartender as priestess, each patron a sacrament. He laughed, a dry rattle.

April didn’t laugh back. She reached out and rested her hand on his, palm to palm. Her fingers were longer than he remembered, the nails a shade paler, more pointed.

“I’m serious, Tom. Every drop you give me adds years to my life. And it takes them from yours.” Her smile softened, a flicker of the old April behind it. “I try to make it worth your while.”

The words didn’t land until she let go. Tom stared at his own hand, half expecting to see it shriveled or marked. He flexed his fingers, but they felt the same.

He tried to stand, but his knees knocked against the altar. “Okay,” he said, voice strangled. “That’s a good one. I get it, you’re the—what—succubus queen of Highland Park?”

April tilted her head, an old gesture suddenly made new. “Not a queen. Just a bartender. I serve what people crave. Sometimes it’s just tequila. Sometimes…” She gestured at the room.

Tom searched her face for the tell—some hint of a joke, a slip of the mask—but all he found was a kind of weary sincerity.

He looked at the shelves again, at the bottles with their stamped dates and coded messages. The thought hit him sideways: all those names in the bar, all those ruined faces. What if they were true? What if April was what she said?

He wanted to call her a liar, to laugh in her face and storm out, but the air in the room was too thick for bravado. Instead, he swallowed and asked, “So what’s next? You… bottle me?”

April’s eyes flickered. “Only if you want. That’s the trick. I can’t take anything from you that you don’t offer.”

He almost believed it.

She leaned in, her lips a whisper from his ear. “All you have to do is ask for me, Tom. That’s how it works.”

He felt the pressure of her words in his teeth, in his bones. The urge—the same one that had driven him across the street and through the bar and now into this cave of glass and secrets—flared up, impossible to deny. He wanted April. He wanted her so badly that he couldn’t remember what life had been before.

“Okay,” he said, quieter now. “I want you.”

April smiled, slow and dangerous. “Good boy.”



April didn’t waste a second. As soon as Tom said it, her hands found his belt buckle and undid it with a smooth, almost loving flick. Her nails—yes, definitely longer now, faintly pearlescent—scratched along the skin just above his waistband, and the shock of it sent a full-body shiver up his spine. He tried to lean back, to brace himself, but she’d already shoved the altar-stool closer, wedging his thighs open.

The next moment, April was on her knees. Her skirt pooled around her in a black halo, her hair brushing the insides of his knees. She unzipped his jeans, hooked her fingers under his boxers, and tugged him free. His cock, despite the terror twisting through his brain, rose to meet her. He couldn’t help it; every cell in his body was screaming yes, yes, yes, even as some small corner of his mind wanted to run.

April ran her hand along the length of him, slow and reverent, then leaned forward and pressed her lips to the head. Her tongue was impossibly warm, a velvet coil, and as she sucked him into her mouth, Tom felt the world tip and narrow to a single, blinding point. He could hear himself moaning, embarrassingly loud, but he couldn’t stop.

She went deeper, her throat opening with a practiced ease. Her tongue curled around him, slick and insistent, tracing spirals from root to tip. Tom clutched the edges of the stool, knuckles whitening, unable to look away from the crown of flame-red hair bobbing between his legs. Each time she swallowed, her throat flexed around him with greedy, swallowing pulls, and the feeling was so intense it bordered on pain.

She glanced up at him, eyes no longer blue but molten amber, and the sight of it nearly undid him. She moved faster, sucking with wet, obscene noises, her hand milking the base in perfect counter-rhythm. Tom felt the orgasm building, a tidal wave bearing down on him, and he gasped, “I’m gonna—”

April didn’t stop. She held him in, tight and deep, as the first spasm hit. But instead of relief, Tom felt something like a live wire jammed into his spine. The pleasure was still there, but it was joined by a searing, bright-white pain. His vision went blank; every muscle in his body spasmed at once. He heard a sharp, involuntary scream—his own—and felt April clamp her lips even harder, drawing out every last drop.

When the world snapped back into focus, April was holding a glass beneath him, catching his cum as it dripped from her lips. She spat, with clinical precision, the remainder into the coupe, then set it on the altar.

Tom slumped, dizzy, sweating through his shirt. His legs shook so hard he almost slid off the stool. He tried to stand, but April’s hand pressed him back down.

“Hold still,” she murmured, voice a register deeper than before. She dabbed her lips with the back of her hand, then licked the remnants from her fingers, savoring each one with lazy, catlike grace.

Tom glanced at the mirror behind April—a grimy oval nailed crooked to the wall—and for a second, he didn’t recognize himself. His hair, which had been an unremarkable brown, now flashed with streaks of gray. There were lines around his eyes, fine but unmistakable, and a web of crow’s feet at the corners. His skin looked less elastic, the jaw a little softer. Even his eyes seemed dulled, the color leeched out by years in a single instant.

He stared, dumbfounded, as April picked up the glass and sniffed it. She took a careful sip, swirled it around her mouth, then swallowed. Instantly, her cheeks flushed with color, and the sharp lines at her mouth and eyes vanished, leaving her face as smooth as a marble bust. Her hair glowed under the amber bulb, each strand radiant and new.

She set the glass down and smiled at him, teeth gleaming.

“The first draw is always the sweetest,” she said. She uncapped the pen, labeled the glass with today’s date in precise, looping script, then placed it on a shelf alongside the others.

Tom tried to get up again, but his knees buckled. April’s grip found his wrist—preternaturally strong, the bartender’s warmth gone, replaced with something hungry and proprietary.

“Not yet,” she said. “We’re just getting started.”

He tried to pull away, but her fingers dug in, anchoring him to the stool and to her. She leaned in, her face close enough that he could see the shimmer of gold in her eyes, the pulse fluttering at her throat.

April reached for him again, and Tom felt his body respond—against his will, but not really, because all the will he had left was pointed straight at her.

She pressed her palm flat against his chest. “Let me,” she said.

And he did.



April’s hands were everywhere, unbuttoning Tom’s shirt, pulling him to his feet, guiding him to the altar like a man on trial. She pressed her chest to his, bare skin searing through cotton, her hips aligning with his in a way that was both animal and mathematical—no wasted motion, only the certainty of bodies engineered to fit together.

He expected her to push him down, to take him again with her mouth, but instead, April backed him into the table. She slid her skirt up around her waist—no underwear, just a thatch of copper-red hair above a slit already slick and open—and reached down to guide him inside. Her grip was so hot it bordered on fever, and as she eased him in, Tom gasped at the friction, the heat, the impossibility of how tight and how greedy she felt.

April’s legs locked around his waist. Her ankles crossed at his lower back, and the pressure was enough to tip him forward, his hands landing on the marble for balance. He thrust, and she moaned—a low, guttural sound, more wildcat than woman. She clawed at his shirt, raked her nails down his spine, then pulled him closer, deeper.

Each time he buried himself, Tom felt her pussy clamp down, milking him with a force that threatened to invert his bones. He could see, in the brief, flickering glance of the mirror, the way April’s belly bulged each time he bottomed out—his cock stretching her, the length of it visible as a moving ridge beneath her skin. The sight was obscene, beyond anything he’d ever fantasized, and it spurred him to fuck her harder.

April met every thrust with a sharp snap of her hips. She smiled up at him, her teeth dazzling, her eyes locked on his as if she was reading the words right off his soul. She whispered encouragements, filthier than anything he could have thought to say—“Fuck me, Tom, fill me up, don’t you dare stop”—and every syllable burrowed deeper, rewiring the pleasure centers of his brain.

He felt the next orgasm rising, but this time it was slower, more volcanic. The pleasure built alongside a pressure behind his eyes, a ringing in his ears, a sense that the world was about to split in half. He tried to slow down, to hold back, but April’s grip was relentless.

At the brink, he looked in the mirror. He watched his own face as he came—a grimace, a rictus, a horror-movie mask—and saw the hair at his temples bleach white, then spread, like a cloud of ash, to consume his scalp. The lines around his eyes deepened into gullies. His hands, braced on the altar, looked thinner, almost skeletal.

The pain, when it hit, was like being microwaved alive. His legs buckled, and only April’s arms around his neck kept him from collapsing. She wrapped him tight, crooning in his ear, “Give it to me, let it go, let it go,” as he emptied himself inside her.

She held a glass between their bodies, catching the overflow as it leaked out around his cock. With a practiced motion, she withdrew, cupping him in her hand, milking out the last drops. She spat them into the glass, then took a long, slow drink.

Her skin brightened instantly. The hair that had gone wild during sex now fell in perfect, burnished waves. Even her lips, still smeared with spit and cum, glistened with a fullness that made Tom’s knees wobble.

She set the glass on the altar, labeled it—Tom Whitmore, 07.18.XX, she wrote—and placed it on a shelf already crowded with near-identical specimens.

Tom sagged, boneless. His vision swam, edges going gray. He heard April say something, but it was muffled, distant, like a voice through a wall.

She lifted him, impossibly strong, and set him down on the blocky stool. She kissed his cheek, then his lips, and Tom tasted the last of himself on her tongue.

“Stay with me,” she whispered, the words echoing as if the room had grown enormous.

He did. He had no choice.

April stroked his hair, then his face. “You’re almost done,” she said, with the care of a nurse giving bad news. “Just one more for the road.”

He tried to protest, to plead, but his mouth didn’t work. April slid back onto his lap, her body featherlight, her cunt already dripping and hungry. She impaled herself on him, riding slow, her eyes never leaving his face. She moved in grinding circles, grinding every nerve to dust, coaxing out a final, desperate spasm.

The orgasm, when it came, was dry, brittle, a rattle in the chest and a bitter taste in the mouth. He felt something vital snap, and in its place a cold, yawning exhaustion.

April drank the last of him, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, smiling like she’d just finished a perfect meal.

Tom tried to stand, but his legs were too thin to support him. He looked down and saw the flesh had gone slack, the veins dark and ropey. His stomach sagged over the waistband of his jeans, which hung off his hips like a shroud. His arms were corded with blue, and the skin at his hands was so thin it looked like old parchment.

April dressed him, buttoning his shirt, smoothing his hair. She kissed his forehead—so cold, so gentle—and led him to the door.

The walk back down the corridor was longer this time, or maybe Tom just moved slower. April’s hand steadied him, guiding him past the doors, past the names he could no longer read, past the flickering of the lights as they stuttered overhead.

She opened the door to the main bar, and the sudden noise—the music, the laughter, the smell of life—made Tom’s head swim. He staggered inside, blinking at the brightness.

No one at the bar seemed to notice him. Or if they did, they registered only a vague recognition, a nod from one old man to another. Tom made his way to the end of the bar, where the other ancient regulars huddled over their drinks, eyes sunken and rheumy, skin so pale it was almost blue.

They made room for him. One patted his shoulder, the papery hand warm and light. Another slid a whiskey down the bar, and Tom caught it with trembling fingers.

April took her place behind the bar, radiant as a goddess, every man in the place turning to watch her move. She poured drinks, laughed, flashed her teeth. Her eyes never once strayed to the cluster of the old, the used-up, the hollowed-out men at the end of the bar.

Tom lifted his glass and sipped. The whiskey burned, but he felt nothing. Not sadness, not regret, not even the humiliation of what he’d become. Only the knowledge that he belonged here, that this was where all of them belonged.

April glanced over once, just for a second, and met his eyes. She smiled, slow and wicked, and raised her own glass in salute.


Chapter 6

Tom had never been so light, so unburdened. His bones made little sound against the barstool, not even a creak, just the dry hush of linen against mahogany as he settled into his place at Salud!’s edge. The shirt he’d worn, once the sharp blue of promise, now hung in tired banners from his shoulders, the collar puckering against his throat like the drawstring on a money pouch. Each button seemed a little loose in its socket, the fabric a half-shade grayer, but the thing that struck Tom as he glanced sidelong at his reflection in the mirror behind the bottles was that he finally matched the room. Or maybe the room had crept, inch by inch, into him.

He raised a hand and stared at it in the pool of bar-light. The skin was translucent, like the husk of an old balloon—networked with fine blue veins, mapped in the tectonics of liver spots. At the knuckles, the flesh was gone to parchment; when he flexed, it crackled and drew tight over the ridges, as if each digit was trying to escape. His nails had gone flat and yellow, and the hand itself, at a distance, might have belonged to one of the regulars at the far end of the bar—the ones who hunched in their coats and drank with the patience of men for whom time was a leaky faucet, not a river.

He set the hand down. It made no sound at all.

The others were already assembled, a kind of council of the damned. They each claimed the same seat every night, aligned by some secret geometry that Tom had grown to understand: the shortest to the left, next to the beer taps; the double-chinned man with the rotary scar along his jaw to the right, close enough to the TV to squint at the closed captions; the trio of withered women at the center, none under seventy, their faces collapsed around wide, wet eyes. All of them drank, but slowly. None spoke, except in the low, slurring tones that made words indistinguishable from coughs.

He was the newest among them, the freshest face—if you could call it a face, when the cheeks had collapsed inward, the lips drawn thin and the hair, once stubbornly brown, now brittle and white around the ears. Tom felt no shame. No horror. In fact, he was almost proud: every time he caught his reflection, he saw the evidence of what he’d given, what he’d poured out for April. Every line, every hollow was a badge.

April. She glided through the bar with her usual grace, the only pulse of color in the entire place. The hair, of course, was fire—a beacon that seemed to suck all the amber from the ceiling lamps and set it dancing around her shoulders. Her skin was smoother now, almost luminous, and her arms, exposed by the rolled sleeves of her blouse, moved with an energy that no one else in the room could muster. She poured drinks with a dancer’s confidence, wiped down the bar between orders, and, every few circuits, brushed a hand along the hunched spine of a regular with a casual intimacy that made Tom’s heart—still there, somewhere—shiver with delight.

When she neared, the other patrons straightened a fraction, eyes flickering with brief animation. April always had a smile for them, even if it was the practiced one she used on strangers. For Tom, it was different. Her touch lingered, fingers squeezing his shoulder for a heartbeat longer, as if she knew exactly how much he’d given up for her. Sometimes, if the angle was right, he’d catch the faintest whiff of citrus and smoke as she leaned in—a scent that burrowed through the years, igniting some small remnant of hunger that had survived the rest of him.

He lived for those moments. Not just for the touch or the scent, but for the way April’s eyes sharpened when they met his. The color—once blue-green, now richer, bottomless—always bore into him, hunting for something he still wasn’t sure he possessed. He suspected she knew everything, that she could see every memory behind his new eyes, every regret, every last filament of desire that kept him anchored to the world. But April never commented on it. She just topped off his glass, smiled, and moved along, letting Tom nurse his drink and watch the rest of the room like an old, trusted sentry.

The bar was full tonight, as always, though Tom wondered if any of the others noticed how little the faces changed. Sure, the occasional couple drifted in from the cold, shedding their coats and their expectations at the door, but the regulars—the ones who mattered—were the same. They came at the same time each evening, ordered the same drinks, and faded out, sometimes before midnight, sometimes just after. He supposed they went home to their own beds, or to their own silent apartments, but Tom suspected most simply waited for the next night, dozing in the corners or in the bathrooms, never quite leaving Salud! even when their feet carried them elsewhere.

The music played as it always did: Spanish, bright horns and quick, intricate drums, but so muffled by the age and the smoke that it was less melody and more muscle memory—a rhythm that kept everyone moving at the right pace, no faster, no slower. The lights, so harsh in the morning, had mellowed to a kind of womb-glow, painting the faces at the bar in soft, forgiving strokes.

Tom took a sip of his whiskey. The taste was a memory now, faint and fleeting, but it still burned on the way down. He let the warmth settle in his chest, imagined it stitching him together from the inside out. There was a comfort in the repetition: glass to lips, swallow, pause. Each action a little slower than the last, but infinitely more deliberate. He had all the time in the world.

April swept past, arms full of dirty glassware. As she passed Tom, her hand trailed along his shoulder, then down his spine, a feather-light caress that made the skin there tingle. She didn’t speak. She didn’t have to. Tom closed his eyes and let the sensation echo through him, replaying the touch until it faded into the numbness that had become his new equilibrium.

He watched her as she worked the room. It was easy to track her progress: the way men straightened, the way women laughed a little louder, the way even the old men at the end of the bar craned their heads just to catch her silhouette. Tom felt no jealousy. He was past that. It was enough to witness, to be part of the current, to know that at any moment, April might reach for him again.

Once, when she was wiping down the bar right in front of him, Tom tried to speak. The words came out hoarse, barely a whisper. “Thank you,” he said, but April only smiled, a small, secret smile, and kept cleaning. He wondered if she even heard.

There was a peace in it, he realized. The slow drift toward the end, the certainty that he’d chosen this—no one had forced him to the bar, or to April’s arms, or to the altar in the back room where he’d offered up everything he was. He belonged here, among the other ancient regulars, the men and women who had bled themselves dry for a taste of something immortal.

He glanced at his reflection again, found it unchanged, and lifted his glass in a silent salute. Not just to April, but to all of them, the ones who kept coming back, night after night, even when there was nothing left to offer but a name and a seat and a thirst that would never be satisfied.



As the hours curled inward, Salud! dimmed to a soft hum, the regulars compressing themselves into closer orbits. By ten, the strangers had filtered out, their laughter and cologne replaced by the spent ozone of old sweat and slow regret. The neon outside painted the windows red and gold, but inside, the only colors were the ones April chose to allow.

She started the ritual a little before eleven, the same way every night: by cleaning the bar with a fresh towel, banishing every trace of spilled liquor, every errant ring left by a careless hand. She flicked off one of the overhead lamps, then two, so that only the lights behind the bar remained—softer, like dusk, but tinged with the glow that made everything seem edible.

Tom knew what was coming, and so did the others. They straightened as April produced a new bottle from under the counter, one with no label, just a date hand-painted in white: tonight’s date, but stylized, like a page from a missal. She uncorked it with the delicacy of a priest handling sacrament, and as she poured, the air filled with a scent unlike any whiskey or rum he’d ever known. It was sweet, but laced with something sharp and astringent—like a hospital, or a chemical burn, but beautiful, too. Tom felt it in his molars, then behind his eyes, then lower, in the vague territory his balls used to call home.

She poured shots for each of them, careful to get the portions even. The liquid was a perfect, viscous gold, thick enough to slow as it hit the glass, but not so much as to feel like syrup. April worked quickly but with ceremony, as if each drop was drawn from a vein she dared not nick too hard.

When she set a glass in front of Tom, their fingers touched. The sensation was nuclear—an instant, electric jolt that shocked color back into his vision. For a split second, Tom saw the world as he had when he was whole: the bar sharp with shadow and shine, April’s lips impossibly red, the very air pulsing with possibility. Then it faded, and the world returned to the muted palette of age and aftermath, but he gripped the memory as tight as the shot glass itself.

April smiled, all teeth and promise. “Enjoy,” she said, and the word rippled through the bar, snapping the regulars to attention.

They drank as one.

Tom tipped the shot back. The taste was himself, and not himself—a blend of memories and what-ifs, of college nights and morning runs, of the first time he’d ever seen April and every second since. There was the smoke and the citrus and the tangle of her hair as she bent over him in the back room. There was the ozone of sweat on her skin and the warm, sticky musk of the bar in summer. Underneath it all, though, was an ache: the knowledge that this was a last drink, a final toast to what he’d once been.

He licked the inside of the glass, desperate for the last traces. It was better than any high, any orgasm, any memory of before. For a minute, he could almost pretend he was young, strong, worthy of the touch that April gave so freely. He closed his eyes and let the illusion bloom, the fire of it burning away the aches and the hunger, even if just for a minute.

The other regulars reacted in their own ways. The shortest man grunted, then laughed, a wet, rattling sound that echoed off the bottles. The trio of women sighed in chorus, their eyes rolling up, lips parted in silent ecstasy. The scarred man at the TV clinked his glass on the bar, then drained the last drop with a shaking hand. All of them glowed, for a second, with the flush of remembered pleasure.

April watched it happen, arms folded across her perfect chest. She moved behind the bar with the satisfaction of a gardener watching her flowers bloom. She didn’t drink, but she licked her lips once, tasting the air, and Tom felt his cock twitch in the emptiness of his lap.

The lights seemed to dim further, or maybe his vision just tunneled as the heat from the shot spread through him. Tom blinked, and the bar became unreal, a movie projected onto a sheet. Every face at the bar had the same look—rapture, gratitude, a glimmer of self-loathing. It was beautiful, in its way.

April rang the small brass bell above the cash register. The sound was clearer than any before, slicing the air like a summons. The Spanish music on the jukebox shifted, slowing from frantic horns to the lazy, humid drift of a bolero. The temperature rose a few degrees, or seemed to, and Tom realized he was sweating through his thin shirt.

He reached for a napkin, but his hand shook so badly he let it fall. April noticed. She came over, dabbed the sweat from his brow with her own towel, and whispered, “You okay?” in a voice meant just for him.

Tom nodded, unable to find his words. The gesture—her care, the intimacy—made his head spin. It was so easy to imagine, in that moment, that he was the only one who mattered, the only one who had ever mattered.

The others at the bar watched, but without envy. They shared the same fate, the same loss, the same longing. For a second, Tom caught the eyes of the woman to his left. She smiled, a soft, forgiving thing, and touched her own glass to his. He returned the smile, and in it was a silent agreement: this was their communion, their reward, their damnation.

April resumed her orbit. She checked on each of them, pouring water, fetching fresh lemons, making sure everyone was settled before she moved to the far end and started wiping down the surfaces again. She seemed energized, more alive, her hair crackling with static, her movements buoyed by the collective offering.

Tom sipped from the water she’d poured him. Even that tasted richer, more meaningful. He felt the room pulse around him, the warmth of the liquor settling into his bones, knitting together the gaps that time and pleasure had torn apart.

As the music slowed, so did everything else. The voices faded. The bar felt closer, more private. The air was thick with the smell of distilled essence and the anticipation of another round.

For a moment, Tom considered standing, crossing the room, telling April—what, exactly? That he wanted her? That he wanted to give the rest, whatever was left? But even as he formed the thought, he knew she already knew. She always had.

Instead, he turned to the others, to the regulars he now counted as kin, and raised his empty glass in silent salute. The gesture rippled down the line, each drained vessel lifted in reply, each face shining with the same mixture of agony and devotion.

April caught the motion, and her eyes found his. She smiled—not the predatory grin of before, but something softer, older, as if she’d waited a hundred years to see it. Tom felt himself blush, the last working vein in his face lighting up for her.

They sat like that, all of them, soaking in the afterglow. There was no rush, no panic, no sense of loss. Only the slow, golden drift toward the end, and the knowledge that when it came, it would come with April’s hand on his shoulder and the taste of himself on his tongue.

He drank the dregs of his glass, and the room faded into a warm, forgiving darkness.



At some point, Tom must have dozed. He surfaced to the sound of a bell and the hush of a new body entering the bar. Eyes gummy and slow, he blinked toward the door. There, framed by the sodium wash of the streetlight, stood a man in his late twenties, maybe early thirties—hard to tell, given the armor of a fitted pea coat and the hungry, searching eyes. The man’s hair was short, black, the kind that always looked freshly cut, and his jaw was so clean you could have struck a match on it.

He paused on the threshold, uncertain. Even from across the room, Tom could see the man’s nostrils flare as he caught the scent of the place—dust and lemon, old vinyl and ghosts. His shoes tapped a nervous Morse on the floor. He was handsome, in the way you could only be before you realized you were losing it. There was a restlessness to him, a way his hands never quite stilled at his sides, as if trying to solve an invisible puzzle.

The rest of the bar took notice. Even the ancient ones, the women clustered near the taps, the man with the corded neck and his beerless glass, turned as one to appraise the newcomer. Tom felt the energy shift, a slow rolling wave that started at the door and broke, gentle but inexorable, at the bar’s edge.

April straightened, wiped her hands on a towel, and smiled—real, this time, not just for show. She didn’t say a word, just flicked her gaze toward the empty seat next to Tom, a silent invitation that the man could not ignore.

He moved forward, one careful step at a time. As he neared the bar, Tom felt the others draw in, shifting to accommodate, making room the way roots make space for a new shoot. The man scanned the faces, lingered on Tom a beat too long, then turned away, as if to erase the impression.

Tom tried to smile encouragement, but his face didn’t remember how to flex that way anymore. Instead, he lifted his glass and tilted it in a greeting—an old gesture, one that needed no rehearsal. The man nodded, a sharp, military dip of the chin, and slid into the offered seat.

April approached, her body language open and loose, but Tom, with his hard-earned perspective, caught the tension coiled in her spine, the way she sized up the man as if measuring him for a suit—or a coffin. She placed both hands on the bar, knuckles even with the man’s, and leaned in.

“What’ll it be?” she asked, voice pure sugar, no gravel now.

The man hesitated. “Beer. Whatever’s cold,” he said, and Tom could tell he was watching her face, waiting to see if he’d passed some kind of test.

April’s lips parted, amused. She pulled a bottle from the fridge, popped the cap, and poured it into a chilled glass. “First time here?” she asked, the words lazy, an afterthought.

The man nodded, eyes still on her.

“Welcome,” April said, and there was a slight emphasis, an echo of every welcome ever spoken in this room. She set the glass down, close enough that her fingers brushed the man’s. The effect was immediate—a tightening of the jaw, a small intake of breath.

Tom watched, rapt. He remembered that first jolt, the way it made you feel both more alive and less in control, the way it hollowed out everything else. He sipped his own drink, savoring the dull burn, and let himself bask in the glow of the old ritual.

The man took his beer and drank half in one go, as if to prove he was still thirsty. April laughed, a bright, brittle sound that made even the old women titter. “Careful,” she warned, “pace yourself. You’re in for a long night.”

“I can handle it,” the man said, and the challenge was there, soft but unmistakable.

April cocked her head, as if reassessing the value of what she’d just been offered. “We’ll see,” she said.

The others watched openly now. The woman with the widow’s peak leaned over, her lips so close to Tom’s ear he could feel the exhale. “Cute,” she whispered, voice like a cough drop, “but soft. He’ll go fast.”

Tom grunted. “They all do.”

He looked at the man, at the way he sat, legs braced wide, trying to own the space and failing. Already, the pulse of the room had taken hold of him; his left hand trembled slightly as he raised the beer again. April hovered, not quite touching, but always within reach. It was a dance, and she was the only one who knew the steps.

After a few minutes, the man turned to Tom, maybe for reassurance, maybe to measure himself against the competition. “You been coming here long?” he asked, and Tom tried to remember a time before the bar, before April, before the salt and the shadows. He found nothing.

“A while,” Tom croaked, his own voice shocking him with its age. “It gets in your blood.”

The man nodded, as if he’d expected as much. “Name’s Will,” he offered, and Tom caught a note of pride in it, a remnant of a life where names mattered.

“Tom,” he replied, but the syllable sounded hollow, unfamiliar.

Will held Tom’s gaze a moment, then turned back to April, who was waiting, patient as a spider.

The bar settled into its new equilibrium, the man drinking and glancing, the others watching with a predator’s patience. April continued her rounds, but her attention never strayed far. She topped off Tom’s glass, then lingered at Will’s elbow, fingers tapping on the bar like a countdown.

It was always the same. The music would slow, the lights would bleed together, and the newcomer would find himself adrift, unmoored, all the edges of the world sanded down to April’s smile. Tom watched it happen, the old excitement building in his chest, the certainty that he was witnessing something sacred.

Finally, as midnight drew close, April signaled the bell again. The shot glasses appeared as if conjured. She poured the golden liquid—tonight’s date, same as before, but there was something sharper in the aroma, an impatience, a forward-leaning hunger.

April set a glass in front of Will, their fingers touching. Tom saw the shudder, the way Will tried to hide it, the way he tried to look away and failed.

“House specialty,” April said. “On the house.”

Will smiled, the bravado already cracking. “Thanks,” he said, but the word caught, thick in his throat.

April leaned in, her face so close to his that their noses almost touched. “Drink up,” she said, and Tom heard the echo, the command.

Will obeyed. He tilted the glass back, swallowed, and Tom watched the flush bloom on his cheeks, the pupils widen, the hands clench tighter on the wood. It was always like this: a moment of grace, then the vertigo, then the slow, exquisite ruin.

The others raised their glasses in salute. Tom joined them, the motion now so natural he wondered if he’d ever lived any other way. Will drank, and the world shifted for him. Tom could see it in the eyes, the desperate, greedy need to belong, to be seen, to matter. And he did. He mattered, right up until the last drop.

April smiled, her eyes never leaving Will’s. “Good boy,” she whispered, and Tom felt his own lips move in time, a silent chorus.

Will finished the shot. He blinked, then smiled, a lopsided, drunken thing. “That’s—different,” he said, but he was already listing, the blood drained from his lips, his hands shaking harder.

April steadied him with a palm on the shoulder, and Tom recognized the gesture. He knew what came next.

Will lasted longer than some. He told stories, laughed, even managed to flirt a little, but by one a.m. he was pale, sweating, his words slurred and syrupy. April never left his side. She topped off the beer, wiped the sweat from his brow, and finally, when the time was right, helped him to his feet. Will went with her, unresisting, his body light as a child’s.

The regulars watched, each feeling the same twinge—a mix of envy, relief, and a hint of hunger for the next round.

Tom finished his drink. He felt the familiar ache, the gentle pull of fatigue, and welcomed it.

When the bar was empty, April returned, her face flushed and satisfied. She found Tom’s hand and squeezed it, her grip warm and strong. He looked up at her and felt, for a second, like he was the only man in the world.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asked.

He nodded. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

April smiled, and Tom smiled back, each knowing what the other meant. There was nothing left to say.

He closed his eyes, let the golden darkness carry him away, and dreamed of nothing but the bar, the woman, and the endless, exquisite repetition of belonging.


Ghoulgasms

Ghoulgasms #1: Seed of The Young Witch

Jonathan’s life was quiet, safe, and predictable—until the witch moved in at the end of the street.

Ghoulgasms #2: The Tentacle in The Toilet

Jess only wanted a summer job at the waterpark. Instead, she’s stuck in a rundown motel where one room has a reputation: couples check in and leave looking… different. Too happy. Too satisfied. Too changed.

Ghoulgasms #3: GOONED

Part haunted VHS tape, part monster tentacle nightmare, and all slime-soaked, sex-crazed horror pulp, GOONED is the dirtiest Ghoulgasms yet — a cursed-tech Halloween treat for fans of pulp horror and monster breeding erotica.


Want more forbidden romance?


Join my private mailing list and get a free steamy story straight to your inbox. As a subscriber you’ll be first to see new releases, get exclusive bonus content I can’t publish anywhere else, and enjoy secret discounts reserved only for my inner circle.





👉 https://subscribepage.io/KLj1Kb
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