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Chapter One




Istood behind the bar at Linden, working through my pre-shift setup with my hands on autopilot. I caught myself grinning at the ice bin, and had been for the last thirty seconds.

The smile definitely wasn’t about the ice.

I lifted the scoop and filled the wells along the rail. I moved to the speed rack and checked the bottles.

Whiskey, vodka, gin, and rum, all there and all full.

I’d done the same setup a hundred times, but tonight the motions felt different, lighter, like the air in the room had changed density while I wasn’t paying attention.

I wiped down the marble bar top with a clean towel and caught my reflection in the back mirror, still grinning.

The high had sat in my chest since Friday afternoon. Two days had gone by, and it hadn’t faded.

PASS.

Score: 94.

I’d walked out of that testing center and just stood there in the middle of the foot traffic like an idiot. People had moved around me. Someone had told me to watch where I was going. I hadn’t cared.

I reached for the champagne flutes and started setting them in their rack above the bar. The sight of them put me two nights back, to the hotel room.

That memory surfaced fast and I let it sit there for a second without chasing it.

The twenty-fifth floor, the view of the river turning gold at dawn, Shannon and Michelle still asleep. Still naked in the bed.

I set the last champagne flute in the rack and straightened the row with my fingertips. The question had started surfacing yesterday, small at first, then louder, a hairline crack in the foundation of the win.

I’d passed the exam. I had the license. Or I would, once the state processed the results and mailed me the paperwork.

The front door opened behind me, and Rob Broderick walked in.

He wore a dark wool overcoat over a pressed shirt with no tie, the collar open, his leather bag slung over one shoulder. He looked the same as he always did, tired in a way that read as competent instead of worn down. He crossed the room and took his usual seat at the end of the bar.

“Evening,” he said.

“Rob.”

I reached for the bottle of bourbon I kept on the back shelf for him and pulled down a rocks glass. I didn’t ask what he wanted. He ordered the same thing every time he came in.

I built the Old Fashioned the way he liked it: two ounces of bourbon, a sugar cube muddled with three dashes of Angostura, a twist of orange peel expressed over the glass and dropped in, one large cube of ice, not crushed. I set it in front of him on a napkin and he picked it up and took a sip without looking at it.

“Thanks,” he said.

“How was your day?”

“Long. Closed a lease in Midtown. Tenant wanted changes to the HVAC clause an hour before signing. It took three calls to get the landlord’s lawyer to agree.”

“But it closed.”

“Yeah.” He took another sip and set the glass down. His eyes stayed on me for a beat longer than usual. “You’re in a good mood.”

The grin started to surface again, and I let it come.

“Yeah,” I said. “I am.”

“Figured you would be, since you passed your test.”

I’d texted Rob after getting my passing score, right after letting Shannon and Michelle know.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Now what?”

Rob’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted in his eyes, as if he’d been waiting for me to ask. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I passed the test. I’ll have the license as soon as the state mails it. So what’s the next step? Do I just show up at a firm and tell them I’m ready to start? Do I call someone? I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now.”

Rob took a slow sip of his drink and set it down. He didn’t answer right away.

“The license doesn’t do anything on its own,” he said.

I waited.

“You need a sponsoring broker,” he said. “You can’t practice without one. The state doesn’t let you. So a firm has to agree to take you on, and then they file the paperwork to activate your license under their brokerage. Until that happens, the license is just a piece of paper.”

The high in my chest flickered.

“Okay,” I said. “So I find a firm and they sponsor me.”

“If they agree to.”

“Why wouldn’t they?”

Rob’s mouth pulled into something that wasn’t quite a smile. It was the expression of a man who’d had this conversation before.

“Because you don’t have a book,” he said. “You don’t have clients. You don’t have relationships. You’ve never closed a deal. From their perspective, you’re a guy with a fresh license and a resume that says bartender. Most firms aren’t going to sponsor that.”

The room went quieter.

“So how do I get them to?” I said.

“You prove you’re worth the risk. You go knock on doors. You call firms. You get meetings. You pitch yourself. You tell them you’ll work for free if you have to, that you’ll grind cold calls and canvass neighborhoods and learn the streets. And most of them will say no. But one of them won’t.”

I didn’t say anything. The high was still there, but it had changed shape, heavier now, less like a trophy and more like the starting line.

Rob’s expression softened, but only a little. “Like I told you before, the test is the easy part. This is where you find out if you actually want it.”

I looked at him. “I do want it.”

“Then you go find out who’ll take you.” He picked up his glass and drained the last inch of bourbon. “Nobody’s going to hand it to you, Nate. You have to go earn the desk before you get to sit at it.”

He set the glass down and pushed it toward me. I picked it up and refilled it without asking if he wanted another. My hands moved through the motions while my head turned over what he’d said.


Chapter Two




Istepped off the train at Halsey and walked up to street level with my phone already out. The night air was cold enough to sting my face. I pulled my jacket tighter and scrolled to Shannon’s name.

Her face filled the screen, lit from below by the glow of her phone. She was in bed, propped up against the headboard.

“Hey,” she said. She smiled. “How was work?”

“Good. Busy. Listen, you have a minute? I want to add Michelle to the call.”

“Sure.”

I tapped the screen and pulled Michelle in. Her face appeared in the second window. She was on her couch in workout clothes with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. The television flickered behind her, muted.

“Hi,” she said. “What’s up?”

“I talked to Rob tonight,” I said. “He told me what the next step is.”

I kept walking while I talked and gave them the short version of what Rob had told me.

Shannon’s expression tightened. She was already working the problem.

“Okay,” she said when I finished. “So you need introductions. You need someone to make a call for you or put your name in front of the right person.”

“It would help.”

She was quiet for a second. Her eyes went up and to the left. She was running through names.

“I don’t know anyone in commercial real estate,” Shannon said. “My clients are all corporate communications, public relations, some marketing firms. I can ask around, see if anyone has a connection, but I’m not sure how much overlap there is.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

Michelle shook her head. “I’ve got nothing. My whole world is books and editors. I don’t think I’ve ever even met a broker.”

“Really, it’s fine,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting either of you to have someone. I just wanted to tell you what Rob said.”

Shannon leaned closer to her phone. “You’re going to figure it out, Nate. You studied for and passed the test while bartending full time. You can do this part too.”

“She’s right,” Michelle said. “You’ll get in somewhere. You just have to keep showing up.”

“You want to hear how I started my firm?” Shannon asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I do.”

She looked up at the ceiling for a second, then back at the camera.

“I worked at a big agency for eight years,” she said. “Corporate communications, crisis management, all the high-pressure stuff. I was good at it. I made senior account director by the time I was thirty-two. But I hated the culture. Everything was billable hours and client retention metrics and partners who took credit for work their teams did. I wanted to do it differently. So I saved up six months of living expenses and I quit. No clients lined up, no pipeline. I just quit and hung out a shingle. I printed business cards and started calling every contact I had. Most of them didn’t return the calls. A few took meetings out of politeness and then never followed up. But two of them said yes. They were two small clients who needed help with media strategy and couldn’t afford the big firms. I took them both. The work paid my rent and not much else, but it kept me in the game.”

I turned the corner onto my block. The apartment building came into view.

“How long did it take before you had enough work to actually call it a business?” I said.

“About a year and a half,” Shannon said. “The first six months were brutal. I was working sixteen-hour days and barely making enough to cover expenses. But I kept showing up. I delivered good work. I made people look good. And eventually they started referring me. One client became two, two became five. I hired my first employee three years in. Now I have six people and we turn down more work than we take.”

“Wow,” I said.

Michelle made a small sound, almost a laugh.

“What?” Shannon said.

“That’s basically my story too,” Michelle said. “Different industry, same shape.”

“Let’s hear it,” I said.

Michelle pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.

“I worked at a big literary agency in my twenties,” she said. “I was an assistant, then a junior agent, but the firm had this old-school mentality where the junior agents did all the work and the senior partners took the credit and the commissions. After eight years I realized I was never going to get promoted the way they kept promising I would, so I left and started my own agency. I reached out to every editor I knew and told them I was taking submissions. Most of them were polite but skeptical. I sold three books in my first year. None of them were bestsellers, but they were good books and the deals were fair and the authors trusted me. At one point, I was working eighteen-hour days and living off advances and ramen. I even sublet my apartment for three months just to cover rent. But I kept going. And eventually it did.”

I stopped in front of my building and stood on the sidewalk. The cold bit through my jacket but I didn’t move.

“How long before it felt sustainable?” I said.

“Five years,” Michelle said. “That’s when I hired my first associate and moved into a bigger office.”

“We’re telling you this because you’re going to feel like it’s not working,” Shannon said. “You’re going to wake up and wonder if you made the wrong choice. You’re going to get rejected over and over and it’s going to sting. But you keep going anyway. That’s the whole thing. You just keep going.”

Michelle nodded.

“And you don’t wait for someone to give you permission,” she said. “You go take the thing you want and you prove you deserve it after.”

I couldn’t help but notice their advice sounded similar to something I’d hear on the Bro Flex podcast.

“Thank you for telling me all this and sharing your stories,” I said. “And for believing I can do this.”

“We don’t just believe it,” Michelle said. “We know it.”

Shannon smiled. “Now go get some sleep. You have work to do tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I said.

I ended the call and put the phone in my pocket.

It wasn’t only their stories that made me feel good.

The warmth in their voices hit me in the chest. Both of them sat in their separate windows on the screen and the sight of them side by side pulled me back to Friday night.

The two of them in the hotel bed with the sheets tangled around them.

Shannon’s hand on my chest.

Michelle’s dark hair spread across the pillow.

The way they’d looked at me in the low light of the room.

The memory stirred something low in my gut. Heat moved through me, fast and sharp. My mind went to Shannon’s mouth on mine, to the sound Michelle made when I pushed into her, to both of them together and the taste of their skin and the weight of their bodies under my hands.

I shoved the thought down hard.

Not now.

The license was just paper until I turned it into a desk. I had to focus on that.

That part was on me, and it started tomorrow.


Chapter Three




Ipushed open the apartment door and the smell hit me first.

Old takeout, stale beer, and something else sour underneath it all. The living room looked worse than it had this morning. There were pizza boxes stacked on the coffee table, empty beer cans lined up on the windowsill, and a bag of trash that had split open near the kitchen and spilled its guts across the linoleum.

Dustin sat on the couch with a controller in his hands. The TV threw blue light across his face. Trey sprawled in the armchair with his phone six inches from his nose. Neither of them looked up when I walked in.

I stood there for a second and let the door close behind me.

The apartment had always been like this. I’d lived here for months and it had never bothered me enough to do anything about it. But now the mess offended me in a way it hadn’t before.

Shannon’s apartment came back to me, the clean counters and the books on the shelf and the way everything had a place. Michelle’s space too, the order of it, the air that didn’t taste like garbage.

I dropped my bag by the couch and walked into the kitchen.

The sink overflowed with dishes—plates caked with dried food and mugs with brown rings at the bottom. More of the same covered the counter next to the sink. I opened the cabinet under the sink and pulled out a trash bag.

I started with the coffee table. I picked up the pizza boxes one at a time and shoved them into the bag. Grease stained the cardboard and left a film on my fingers. The beer cans went next, clattering into the bag in a metallic cascade. I gathered up napkins and paper plates and the plastic forks that had come with someone’s delivery order three days ago.

“I was gonna get to that,” Dustin said without looking away from the screen.

I didn’t answer.

I moved to the windowsill and collected the row of empties there. A couple of them still had liquid in the bottom and I poured them into the sink before adding the cans to the bag.

The kitchen came next. I scooped the spilled trash off the floor and tied off the bag that had split. I pulled a fresh one from under the sink and started on the dishes.

The water ran hot over my hands. I scrubbed plates with a sponge that had seen better days and set them in the drying rack. Forks and knives went into the utensil holder after I rinsed the crust off them. The mugs took longer because the coffee had dried into rings that didn’t want to come off. I scrubbed them anyway.

Trey glanced up from his phone.

“I was gonna do those tonight,” he said.

“Sure,” I said.

I kept scrubbing.

The counter cleared one section at a time. I wiped it down with a paper towel and threw the towel in the trash. The sink drained slowly because something had clogged the drain weeks ago and no one had fixed it. I fished out a clump of food and dropped it in the trash bag.

The bag filled fast. I tied it off and grabbed my jacket from the back of the couch.

“Taking this out,” I said.

“Thanks, man,” Dustin said.

I carried the bag down the stairs and out the front door. The dumpster sat at the end of the alley behind the building. I walked to it and lifted the lid. The smell rolled out but I ignored it and threw the bag in. The lid clanged shut.

I stood there for a second with my hands in my pockets.

The promise I’d made to myself surfaced in my head. I’d said I would move out and find a place where I could sleep on an actual bed instead of a couch.

But it wasn’t simple.

The tip money had built up enough to cover first, last, and a deposit on something cheap, but cheap in this city meant fast, and fast was the one thing I didn’t have. Every halfway decent listing I’d pulled up on my breaks already had a dozen messages on it before I could call.

Finding a place was a full-time job, and I already had one, and soon I’d have two.

Now, my days had to go toward a firm that would sponsor me. That was the priority. And my evenings belonged to Linden because the tips were the only thing keeping me afloat.

Then there was Shannon and Michelle.

I wanted to see them. I liked what we had, and I wanted to spend time with them as well.

There was a lot on my plate right now. But they were good things, definitely worth pursuing.


Chapter Four




Iopened my laptop on the coffee table in my room and started a new spreadsheet. The file held nothing but the column headers I’d just typed in.

Firm Name. Address. Contact. Status.

I needed a target list of firms I could walk into or call or email, places that might give me a shot at a desk. I didn’t know the commercial real estate world the way someone who’d grown up in it would, so I started with the obvious names. The ones I’d seen on buildings around the city.

CBRE. Cushman & Wakefield. JLL. Colliers. Newmark.

I typed them in one by one and filled in the addresses I could find online. Most of them kept their offices in Midtown towers, the kind of buildings with marble lobbies and revolving doors that spun too fast if you didn’t time it right. I added a few more that I’d heard mentioned in passing. By the time I finished, I had twelve entries.

It felt like progress.

I saved the file and closed the laptop. Tomorrow I’d start making calls, sending emails, showing up in person if I had to. Someone would take the meeting. Someone would see that I had the license and the drive and that I was willing to do the work.

I caught myself.

Wait. Tomorrow?

Why tomorrow?

Sure, making the list felt like progress, but it wasn’t real progress. Gathering information was not the same thing as taking action.

I Airdropped the spreadsheet to my phone, stuffed my keys and wallet into my pocket, and left the apartment.
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The building was on Sixth Avenue, fifty stories with the firm’s logo etched into the granite wall behind the security desk. This was the New York headquarters for one of the biggest commercial real estate firms in the world. They employed thousands of brokers and made billions of dollars in deals every year.

I walked through the revolving door and crossed the lobby. My shoes squeaked on the polished floor. A security guard in a dark blazer stood behind the desk with his arms crossed. I stopped in front of him and tried to look like I belonged there.

“I’m here to speak with someone in the brokerage division,” I said. “I’m a newly licensed agent and I’d like to introduce myself.”

The guard looked at me for a long second. His expression didn’t change.

“Do you have an appointment?” he said.

“No, but I⁠—”

“You need an appointment.”

“Is there someone I can call to set one up?”

He reached under the desk and pulled out a business card. The card was generic, printed with the firm’s name and a website. No individual name, no direct line.

“You can submit your information through the careers portal,” he said. “They’ll get back to you if there’s a fit.”

He set the card on the desk between us and waited.

I picked it up. The edges were sharp and clean, like it had just come out of the box. The elevators stood behind him, just past the desk. I looked at them, then down at the card in my hand.

“Thanks,” I said.

I turned and walked back out the way I came.
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The next firm kept its offices on the eleventh floor of an older building on Madison, the kind with brass elevator doors and a directory board behind glass in the lobby. No guard stopped me this time. I found the firm’s name on the board, rode the elevator up, and stepped out into a carpeted hallway that smelled faintly of coffee and printer toner.

A glass door at the end carried the firm’s name in frosted letters, and I pulled it open and walked into a small reception area where a woman sat behind a low desk. She wore a headset, and a phone console blinked on the surface in front of her. She finished a call before she looked up at me.

“Hi,” I said. “My name is Nate Latimer. I’m a newly licensed agent, and I came by to introduce myself to whoever handles new brokers. I know I don’t have an appointment, but I’d take five minutes with anyone who has them.”

She studied me a beat longer than the guard on Sixth Avenue had, though whatever she decided stayed off her face. “Do you have a résumé?”

I’d come prepared. I pulled a folder from my bag and handed her a clean copy. She glanced over the top sheet and set it beside her keyboard.

Behind her, a man in shirtsleeves crossed the open floor with a rolled set of plans under his arm. He talked fast into his phone about a square-footage number and a tenant who wanted out of a clause. He never looked in my direction. The door to a glass-walled office swung shut behind him.

The receptionist offered a small smile. “I’ll make sure the recruiting coordinator gets this. She handles all of that, and she’s out today. If there’s interest, someone will reach out.”

“Is she in tomorrow?” I asked. “I could come back.”

“You’re welcome to leave your information and let her come to you.” She kept the warmth in her voice, but she had already closed the door in the politest way she knew how.

I thanked her and left. The elevator carried me down to the lobby.

Well, at least I got a little closer this time, I thought.

I had reached the floor, watched some brokers work, albeit briefly, and stood ten feet from the thing I wanted.

None of it had bought me a single minute with a person who could say yes.

But still… it was slight progress.
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Even though I was walking into buildings, I decided to add email to my arsenal.

I sent my résumé to eight firms. The email was short and direct. I introduced myself, mentioned the license, said I was looking for an opportunity to learn the business and contribute to a team. I attached the résumé as a PDF. I reread the email four times before I sent the first one, checking for typos, making sure the tone was professional but not stiff.

Then I waited.

The first day, nothing.

The second day, nothing.

By the end of the week, I’d checked my inbox so many times that the refresh button on my phone had started to feel like a nervous tic. I opened the email app while I was on the train, while I was eating lunch, while I was getting ready for my shift at Linden.

No responses.

The silence was worse than a rejection. A rejection would have been something I could react to, something I could learn from or push against. The silence just sat there.

I closed the app and shoved my phone into my pocket.
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The name of the first recruiter to reach out via email was Lauren. She worked for one of the mid-sized firms I’d added to my list, not one of the giants but big enough to have a careers page and an actual HR department. She’d responded to my email with a short message asking if I was available for a call.

I’d said yes immediately.

The call was scheduled for two in the afternoon. For privacy, I took it in the apartment bathroom with the door closed and my laptop open in front of me, the firm’s website pulled up on the screen in case I needed to reference something.

Lauren’s voice was warm and professional, the kind of tone that made you think the conversation was going well even if it wasn’t.

“So tell me a little about yourself,” she said.

I gave her the short version. I’d moved to New York a few months ago, worked as a bartender while I studied for the real estate exam, passed on my first attempt, and now I was looking for a firm where I could build a career in commercial brokerage.

“That’s great,” she said. “Congratulations on passing the exam. What’s your educational background?”

“I have a degree in communications from UNC Wilmington.”

There was a pause. Not long, maybe two seconds, but I heard it.

“Okay,” she said. “And your work experience besides bartending?”

“That’s been my primary job for the last few years. I’ve done some other things, but bartending is where I’ve spent most of my time.”

Another pause. This one was longer.

“Got it,” she said. “So just to set expectations, most of our entry-level hires come in through our analyst program. Those candidates typically have finance or economics degrees, and a lot of them have internship experience in real estate or investment banking. They spend their first year or two building financial models, running comps, supporting senior brokers on deal execution. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in?”

“I’m interested in brokerage,” I said. “Working with clients, sourcing deals, building relationships. That’s what I want to do.”

“Right,” she said. “But the analyst role is usually the pathway into brokerage for candidates without prior experience in the industry. It’s how you learn the fundamentals.”

I didn’t say anything. I could feel the conversation slipping.

“The challenge,” she said, and her tone shifted slightly, still polite but cooler now, “is that the analyst role requires a pretty strong foundation in financial modeling. Excel, valuation work, that kind of thing. And based on your résumé, I’m not seeing that background.”

“I can learn it,” I said.

“I’m sure you can,” she said. “But we’re usually looking for candidates who already have that skill set coming in. It’s a pretty competitive program.”

The silence stretched. Keys clicked faintly on her end.

“I appreciate you taking the time to talk with me,” she said. “I’m going to pass your information along to the team, and if something comes up that feels like a better fit, we’ll definitely reach out.”

The call ended a minute later.

I set my phone down on the table and stared at the wall for a few seconds.

Then I opened my laptop, pulled up the spreadsheet, and updated Lauren’s firm in the Status column.

No.


Chapter Five




The next firm I went to in person took up three floors of a tower on Third Avenue, a regional shop with its name on the building and a sprawling reception desk. The guard waved me through to the elevator bank without a second look, which told me the security theater downstairs mattered less than it had on Sixth Avenue. I rode up to the brokerage floor and stepped out into noise.

A bullpen of desks filled the center of the floor, and brokers worked the phones at most of them. A printer churned out pages in the corner. Two men in good suits argued over a site plan spread across a conference table behind glass. Energy moved through the room like current, and I wanted to be standing in it for real instead of hovering at the edge with my folder.

A receptionist near the elevators caught me before I drifted. I gave her the same introduction I had given before, and she sent me to a man named Phillips who ran one of the brokerage teams and happened to be between calls.

That alone put me further than I had gotten anywhere else.

Phillips met me at the edge of the bullpen. He looked early forties and carried himself like a man who measured his time in six-minute increments. He shook my hand, glanced at the résumé I offered, and handed it back before he’d finished reading it.

“Walk with me,” he said. “I’ve got ninety seconds before my next call.”

He moved fast through the floor, and I matched him.

“You’re licensed, you’ve never closed anything, and you tended bar before this,” he said. “That about right?”

“That’s right.”

“You know how we hire?”

“Analysts out of college with finance backgrounds,” I said, simply regurgitating what Lauren had told me on our phone call.

He nodded, and the fact that I knew it seemed to buy me a few extra seconds.

“We run a structured desk. New people slot into a team, support the senior brokers, and learn the underwriting before they ever sit across from a client. The whole thing assumes a skill set you build in school or on a trading floor. You’d be starting three years behind the kid we hired in July, and I’d be paying a senior broker to babysit you while you caught up.”

“I learn fast,” I said. “I’ll outwork the kid you hired in July.”

He stopped at the mouth of a hallway and faced me. For the first time he looked at me as a person instead of a résumé. “I believe you’d outwork him. That’s not the problem. The problem is the firm runs on a system, and the system doesn’t have a slot for a guy who’s all hustle and no model. I don’t get to invent one for you. That decision sits above my pay grade, and the people above me built the pipeline on purpose.”

A phone buzzed in his pocket. He checked it and started backing toward the bullpen.

“Leave your information with the front desk,” he said. “And a piece of advice, since you walked all the way up here. Stop knocking on doors built for analysts. Go find the rooms that hire on instinct. They’re out there, and they’re the only ones who’ll bet on what you’re actually selling.”
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I figured it out slowly, piece by piece, over the next week. The front door wasn’t built for people like me.

The pipeline Lauren had described was the only way the big firms let anyone in, and it ran straight through a skill set I didn’t have.

I didn’t have a finance degree.

I didn’t have an internship on my résumé.

I didn’t know how to build a financial model.

I knew how to talk to people, how to listen, and how to make someone feel heard. I knew how to work a room and remember names and follow up without being pushy. Those were the skills that had made me good at bartending, and they were the skills Rob had told me would make me good at brokerage.

But they weren’t the skills that got you through the front door.

The door wasn’t locked against me specifically. It just wasn’t built for me in the first place.

The list sat open on my laptop, every row either a brush-off or silence. I shut the laptop and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes.
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The email came in on a Thursday morning. The subject line said, Thank you for your interest.

I opened it.

Dear Nate,

Thank you for taking the time to apply to [Firm Name]. After careful consideration, we have decided to move forward with other candidates whose experience more closely aligns with the qualifications for this role. We appreciate your interest in our firm and wish you the best in your career search.

Sincerely,

The Recruiting Team

I couldn’t stop looking at the brackets around “Firm Name.”

They’d forgotten to fill in the template.

I closed the email and deleted it.
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I listened to the Bro Flex podcast on the train. It was an episode I’d heard before about rejection. Caleb’s voice came through my earbuds, steady and calm, the way it always was.

“Rejection is information, not identity,” he said. “When someone says no, they’re not telling you who you are. They’re telling you that this specific attempt, in this specific context, didn’t work. That’s it. That’s all it is. You take the information, you adjust, and you try again differently.”

I nodded along. It made sense. I agreed with it.

But the idea still felt abstract. I could hear the logic. I could follow the reasoning. And I still felt like garbage.

The train pulled into my stop and I got off. I climbed the stairs to street level and walked toward my building.

I opened the spreadsheet again that night. Twelve firms. Eight emails sent. One phone call. One template rejection. The rest was silence.

I scrolled down to the empty rows at the bottom of the sheet and stared at them. I’d run out of big names to add. The list was thinning.

I thought about what Rob had said.

Nobody’s going to hand it to you.

You have to go earn the desk before you get to sit at it. The recruiter’s voice came back too.

We’re usually looking for candidates who already have that skill set coming in.

And the security guard in the lobby, the business card with no name on it, the careers inbox that never wrote back.

I’d aimed at the biggest firms, the ones with the best reputations. And not one of them had seen me as worth the risk.

I closed the laptop and the room went dark.

The way in wasn’t what I’d been doing. I didn’t know what it was yet, but it wasn’t this.

I needed to find a different door.


Chapter Six




Iarrived at the bagel place just after nine in the morning. The shop sat on a corner with glass windows on two sides, and I spotted Shannon and Michelle at a table near the back before I walked through the door.

They sat across from each other with coffees already in front of them. Both of them had come straight from getting ready for work, and they looked unreal.

Shannon wore a fitted white blouse tucked into high-waisted navy pants that followed every curve of her hips and thighs. The blouse dipped into a deep V that showed the line of her collarbone and the start of her chest, and a thin gold necklace rested against her skin. She’d done her makeup so that it read as natural and still made her eyes larger and her lips fuller, effortless and polished at the same time. She turned heads in every room she entered, and she knew it.

Michelle sat with her back straight and her legs crossed at the knee. She wore a black blazer over an ivory silk blouse. She had her hair down today, thick and dark and wavy. Her jewelry stayed minimal, and her makeup was understated except for a deep red lipstick that made her mouth impossible to ignore.

I walked to the table and sat down between them. “Morning.”

“Morning,” Shannon said. Her voice was warm and her eyes lingered on me.

Michelle set her cup down. “You look tired.”

“I am tired,” I said.

“We ordered for you,” Shannon said.

“Thanks.”

A guy behind the counter shouted a number, and Michelle checked the slip of paper tucked under her cup. “That’s us.” She stood and crossed to the pickup counter, weaving past the line that now ran halfway to the door, and came back a moment later with a tray balanced in both hands. She set the sandwich and coffee in front of me, handed Shannon her order, and slid back into her seat with her own.

I bit into the sandwich. Bacon, sausage, and a fried egg layered under melted cheese on a toasted everything bagel, the yolk still soft enough to run at the edges. It was warm and greasy in the best way, the first real food I’d had in days. Shannon worked on her bagel beside me, and Michelle picked at hers between sips of coffee.

The shop filled up around us, mostly neighborhood people grabbing breakfast on their way to work. The looks started almost immediately.

Men glanced at Shannon and Michelle as they passed our table, and some of them stared outright. A guy in a suit near the counter kept turning his head toward Shannon while he waited for his order. A man alone by the window watched Michelle over his coffee.

Then their eyes landed on me.

The looks changed when they understood I was sitting with both women. Confusion, then curiosity, and on a few faces something closer to annoyance, like they couldn’t work out what I was doing there. I was younger than most of the men in the shop, and the gap between my age and the two stunning women in their forties across from me registered on their faces, and they didn’t bother to hide it.

I didn’t care. Let them wonder.

I was building something with these two women that I’d never had before, something real and strange and entirely new. I liked them both. I wanted to be with them, and they wanted to be with me.

“How’s the search going?” Michelle asked. She leaned forward slightly and her blazer shifted against her blouse.

“I’ve hit a lot of dead ends,” I said. “The big firms don’t care unless you come in through their pipeline. I’m trying to figure out another way in.”

“You’ll find it,” Shannon said. “You’re smart and you work hard. Someone’s going to see that.”

“She’s right,” Michelle said. “You just need to find the person who’s willing to take the chance. And when you do, you’ll blow them away.”

I nodded. Their confidence in me felt good, even if I wasn’t sure I shared it yet.

Michelle checked her phone again and made a small sound. “I have to go,” she said. “I’ve got a meeting with an editor in twenty minutes and I need to walk.”

She stood and Shannon and I both looked up at her. Michelle moved around the table and leaned down. She kissed me hard. Her mouth pressed against mine with enough force that I felt it in my chest, and her hand came up to the side of my face and held me there for a few seconds before she pulled back.

That drew even more stares.

Michelle straightened and smoothed the front of her blazer. She glanced at Shannon, who watched us with her bottom lip caught between her teeth, then looked back at me.

“Good luck with the search,” she said, then walked out the door.

Shannon laughed softly. “She doesn’t care who’s watching.”

“I think she likes it that way,” I said.

As we finished eating, Shannon told me about a client who’d called her at seven in the morning in a panic over a press release, and I told her about a shift at Linden where a guy had ordered six old fashioneds in two hours, left a twenty percent tip, and wouldn’t stop talking about a supposed close encounter of the third kind he’d had when he was a kid.

Eventually Shannon checked her watch and made a face. “I should get going too.”

We walked outside together. The sidewalk was crowded with people heading to the subway or walking their dogs. Shannon stopped a few steps from the door and turned to face me.

“I know you’re busy,” she said. “And I love watching you hustle for what you want, but… I’m going to need another night like the one we had before.”

I knew exactly what she meant. The three of us together. Her and Michelle and me in the same bed, the same room, the same tangle of bodies and heat.

“We can do that soon,” I said.

“Good,” she said.

She stepped closer and kissed me. Her mouth was warm and soft and she tasted like coffee. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her in tighter. My hand slid down and grabbed her ass, firm and full under her pants. When she pulled back, her cheeks were flushed.

“Go,” I said.

She smiled and walked away down the sidewalk. I watched her until she turned the corner.
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The early evening shift at Linden moved with the rhythm I’d memorized. Sam and I worked the bar together, him on the far end handling a couple in matching scarves, me on mine wiping down the marble and resetting the garnish tray.

Sam looked over and caught my eye. “You’ve been dragging all week.”

I shrugged. “Just tired.”

“Tired or stressed?” He grabbed a bottle of Carpano from the back shelf and set it down in front of him.

“Both,” I said.

“The job search?”

“Yeah.”

“Anything hit?”

“Not yet.”

He nodded and didn’t push further. That was the thing with Sam. He could read when you wanted to talk and when you didn’t, and right now I didn’t.

Rob came in. I started building his drink before he reached the bar. I had it waiting on the marble by the time he settled onto the stool.

He lifted the glass and took a sip. Sam moved down the bar to see to another customer, and the background noise of the room filled in around us.

Rob set the glass down. “How’s the search going?”

I leaned back against the counter. “Rough.”

“That bad?”

“I got nothing so far,” I said. “The big firms won’t even look at me.”

“Which firms did you actually talk to?”

“I walked into a building on Sixth Avenue and talked to the security desk, got onto a couple of floors. One receptionist gave me a business card with a careers email on it. One senior broker named Phillips met me at the edge of the bullpen but it didn’t go anywhere. He just told me to leave my paperwork at the desk, which I figured is his code for ‘never going to call you.’ ”

Rob nodded. “How many firms?”

“Twelve on my list. I sent résumés to eight of them. Got one phone call with a recruiter named Lauren. She told me they look for analysts with finance degrees and modeling experience. The rest were silence or a template rejection.”

“So you hit twelve doors,” Rob said.

“Yeah.”

“And it was the big doors.” He smirked.

“I figured I’d start at the top and work my way down.”

“You’re not going to get in at the top at the beginning.”

I shrugged. “Probably not, but figured it wouldn’t hurt to try.”

Rob’s smile grew wider as he shook his head. “Alright, Mr. Big Balls.” He picked up his glass and took another sip. He set it down carefully and looked at me without speaking for a few seconds. “I might have a favor I can call in.”

The words landed and I stood straighter.

Rob reached into his jacket and pulled out his phone.

“If that’s the case, then I should’ve started with you,” I said. “If you had someone this whole time, why didn’t we just go there first?”

Rob shook his head. “Because I needed to see you put in the work yourself first.”

I frowned.

“You think I’m going to recommend someone I haven’t watched grind?” Rob said. “My name means something to the people I do business with. When I vouch for someone, it’s my reputation I’m spending. I had to know you’d actually do the work before I could spend any of that on you.”

The logic settled into place. “Yeah, that makes sense. I get it.”

“Good.” Rob swiped through his phone, found the number, and tapped it. He lifted the phone to his ear and turned slightly away from the bar.

I moved down to the other end to check up on some other customers. A couple at the corner needed another round. A woman sitting alone asked for the wine list. I poured, I talked, I mixed the drinks while my attention stayed half on Rob.

He talked quietly into the phone. I couldn’t hear the words over the music and the background conversation, but I watched his posture. He stood still and his tone stayed even and businesslike.

Then he lowered the phone and waved me back over.

I walked to his end of the bar.

“His name is Sal DeLuca,” Rob said. “He runs a small retail leasing shop in Bensonhurst. Three or four agents, maybe. He works the outer-borough corridors focusing on ground-floor commercial space.”

I leaned forward against the bar. “What did he say?”

“He’ll sit down with you for ten minutes.”

“Wow. Thank you, Rob.”

“Ten minutes is all I could get you,” Rob said. “Sal doesn’t really need another body in his office. The favor gets you a face-to-face. What happens in those ten minutes is on you.”

This was the door, the one I’d been looking for. It was open, but only barely, and it would close if I didn’t walk through it correctly.

“When?” I asked.

“Thursday morning,” Rob said. “Ten o’clock.”

Rob lifted his glass and finished the drink. He set it down on the bar and stood. “You’ve got one shot at this. Don’t waste it.”

“I won’t,” I said.

He nodded once, dropped cash on the bar, and walked out.


Chapter Seven




The office stood on Eighteenth Avenue in Bensonhurst, the ground floor of a three-story brick building wedged between a salumeria and a check-cashing place. I’d taken the train from Ridgewood and walked up twenty minutes early because I didn’t know the neighborhood and didn’t want to be late. I’d dressed in the same dark jeans and blazer I wore when I went out with Shannon to somewhere nice. It had felt right that morning when I’d buttoned the shirt and checked myself in the bathroom mirror at the apartment.

Modest signage hung above the door reading DeLuca Retail Group in serif gold on the glass, the kind of lettering that had been there long enough to fade at the edges.

I pulled the door open and walked into a single open room that felt more like a back office than a place where anyone closed deals. Five desks stood in two rows, none of them matching. Metal filing cabinets lined one wall. Framed deals hung under glass along the back wall, matted transaction sheets with property photos and landlord signatures, the kind of thing you frame when you want people to know you’ve been at this a long time. A reception counter took up the front half of the room, a woman behind it.

The woman at the counter looked to be in her fifties, dark hair pulled back tight, reading glasses on a chain around her neck. She glanced up as I came in and her expression didn’t change.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m here to see Sal DeLuca,” I said. “I have an appointment. My name’s Nate Latimer.”

She gestured with her pen toward a small seating area near the front windows with two chairs and a low table with old copies of Commercial Observer fanned across it.

“Sit,” she said. “He’ll call you.”

A man worked at one of the desks in the middle of the room. After I sat, he stood up and crossed toward me with his hand already out and a smile that came easy and warm.

“You must be Nate,” he said. “Jerry Walsh. Good to meet you.”

“You too,” I said. I stood and shook his hand. His grip was firm and lasted a beat longer than I expected. He was maybe mid-forties, trim in the way that required effort, hair going gray at the temples and styled with something that held it in place. He wore a blazer over an open collar and a heavy steel watch with the face turned out.

“Rob mentioned you’d be coming by,” Jerry said. “Good guy, Rob. You’ve known him long?”

“A few months,” I said. “He’s a regular at the bar where I work.”

“Linden, right? Nice spot. You bartend full time?”

“Nights usually.”

Jerry nodded. The smile stayed but his eyes moved over me in a way that felt like calculation dressed up as friendliness. He read me the way I read people at the bar, and I recognized it because I did the same thing.

“Well, Sal’s in the back. He’ll grab you in a minute. You need anything? Water?”

“I’m good. Thanks.”

“All right. Good luck in there.” He clapped me on the shoulder and went back to his desk. He sat down and picked up his phone, but I caught him glance at me once more before he turned his attention to the screen.

I sat back down. The woman at the desk still hadn’t looked up again.

The office hummed low with the sound of a fan somewhere and the muted noise of the street outside. A phone rang on one of the desks and went to voicemail. I studied the framed deals on the wall showing property addresses in Brooklyn and Queens and landlord names. The lease amounts ranged from five figures to low six. None of it was flashy, and none of it was Manhattan.

I checked my watch. Two minutes past the appointment time.

The woman at the counter finally glanced up again. She turned toward the back of the office, past the desks, where a door stood half open. Then her eyes came back to me.

“He’s ready.”

I stood and crossed the room. I passed Jerry’s desk and another empty one, then reached the doorway and stopped. The office inside was small. A single window looked out onto the alley. A desk filled the middle of the room, stacked with paper, and a framed photo stood turned away from the door so I couldn’t see what it was.

The man behind the desk didn’t look up.

He read something, a lease or a letter, his reading glasses perched low on his nose. He was broad through the shoulders and thick in the hands, and his hair was silver and combed straight back. He wore a pressed shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms and no tie. He looked like someone who’d decided a long time ago what he was going to wear every day and never thought about it again.

He set the paper down and glanced up at me. His eyes were dark and didn’t give anything away.

“Sit,” he said.

I sat in one of the chairs. The vinyl squeaked under me. He picked up another piece of paper, scanned it, made a note with a pen in the margin, then set it aside. He didn’t look at me again.

The silence stretched. A wall clock ticked behind me, and voices murmured low from the main office through the half-open door.

I kept my mouth shut. Every instinct I had told me to say something, fill the space, make myself easier to talk to. That was what I did at the bar. Someone sat down quiet and uncomfortable, and I opened with a question, made them feel seen, got them talking.

But I could sense that this was different. He wasn’t uncomfortable. I was.

And filling the silence would make it worse.

So I waited.

He pulled a thin folder from the corner of his desk and opened it. The folder held the copy of my résumé I’d emailed over and a printed confirmation of my real estate license from the state website. He looked at them for maybe three seconds, then closed the folder and set it down like it weighed nothing.

“Communications degree,” he said. His voice was flat and even, not necessarily unkind. “You pour drinks. Rob says I should give you ten minutes.”

I had a whole thing I’d rehearsed in my head over the past couple of days. I was going to talk about people skills and work ethic, the exam I’d passed on the first try, how ready I was to start. I’d practiced it in the mirror that morning.

None of it had anywhere to land.

“Ten minutes is what Rob gets,” Sal said. “Not you. So use them right.”

“All right,” I said.

He leaned back in his chair. He looked at me the way you look at something you’re trying to decide whether to throw away.

“You know what you’re walking into?” he said.

“I think so.”

“You don’t. Nobody does until they’re in it. So let me tell you. No salary, no draw. You eat what you kill, and you’re not going to kill anything for a while. You’ll work other people’s deals. You’ll run comps. You’ll walk blocks in the heat and the cold. You’ll call landlords who don’t want to talk to you. You’ll tour spaces nobody wants. And at the end of all that, if you’re lucky, you’ll close something small and your cut will barely cover rent. Most kids like you are gone by October.”

He stopped and let more silence linger, like assessing my response to everything he’d just said. I kept my face neutral.

“You don’t know a single landlord in this city,” he said. “You don’t know a single property owner. You don’t have a book. You don’t have relationships. You have Rob, and Rob isn’t in retail, so he can’t help you with the work. You’re starting from zero. So give me one reason I waste a desk on you.”

I opened my mouth. The pitch I’d rehearsed tried to come out. Something about being hungry, about outworking people, about being willing to do whatever it took.

I got halfway through the first sentence, and his face went flat with boredom.

I stopped talking.

The shift had been so small I almost missed it.

But I’d spent a year watching people across a bar, reading the micro-expressions, the slight pulls away, the moments when someone checked out before they physically left. I’d learned to catch that shift because catching it was the difference between keeping a tip and losing one.

I caught it now.

I looked past him, out the small window behind his desk. Across the alley stood the back of another building and the edge of a storefront that faced the street. Someone had soaped the windows over and nailed a sheet of plywood across the door.

“What was that space?” I said.

He turned his head slightly, following my gaze. Then he looked back at me.

“Used to be a bakery,” he said. “A family-run Italian joint. Guy’s name was Carmine, been there thirty years. He had a line out the door every Sunday morning. His son was supposed to take it over, but the son didn’t want it and moved to Jersey instead. Carmine couldn’t keep it going on his own so it closed two years ago.”

He said it like he was talking about a person who’d died.

“What should go in there?” I said.

“What do you think should go in there?”

“I don’t know the neighborhood yet,” I said. “But if it had a line every Sunday, then whatever goes in should be something the block needs. Not something that tries to change it.”

He didn’t respond right away. He looked at me with those dark eyes that didn’t give anything away.

“Here’s a scenario,” he said. “You get a landlord on the phone. He’s got a space, two thousand square feet, been vacant eight months. Good corner, decent foot traffic, rent’s reasonable. He tells you he doesn’t want food, doesn’t want a salon, and doesn’t want to deal with a first-time operator. What do you do?”

I thought about it. Not about what I knew, because I didn’t know anything.

I thought about what Sal was actually asking.

“I’d ask him what happened with the last tenant,” I said. “And I’d ask him why he doesn’t want those things. Because if I know what went wrong before and what he’s worried about, I know what kind of tenant makes him feel safe.”

Sal’s expression didn’t change. But he gave one small, deliberate nod.

“The last tenant was food,” he said. “A sandwich shop. Didn’t pay rent for four months, left grease in the ducts, and the landlord had to spend fifteen grand on a cleaning before he could even show the space again. He doesn’t want food because food burned him. What he wants is someone who pays on time and doesn’t trash his property. That’s what he actually needs. Everything else is noise.”

That made sense. It made sense the same way a regular telling you his wife left him made sense when you’d been wondering why he’d started drinking more.

“It seems you like to read people,” Sal said.

“I try to.”

“That’s the only part of this business that matters. Everything else I can teach you. That part, you either have or you don’t.” He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the desk. “Here’s the deal. You get the back desk. You work for free until you close your first deal. You do what I tell you, when I tell you. You run comps for Jerry and anyone else who needs them. You walk the corridors I give you. You don’t get to pick your assignments. You don’t get to complain. You don’t get to quit halfway through and say it’s too hard. If you make it to your first commission, we’ll talk about what’s next. If you don’t make it, you’re gone and I don’t even owe you an explanation.” He stopped. The air in the room felt heavier. “That’s the job. Take it or leave it.”

“I’ll take it,” I said.

He held my gaze for another beat, then dipped his chin.

“Start Monday. Eight a.m. Don’t be late.”

“I won’t be.”

He picked up the paper he’d been reading when I came in and went back to it.

The meeting was over. He didn’t look up when I stood.

I walked out of the office. The woman at the front desk didn’t look up either.

Once I was ten paces away from the office, I pumped my fists a couple times in a small, silent celebration.


Chapter Eight




Igot to Otto’s a half hour early. The entrance hid between a bike shop and a bodega, easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. Inside, exposed brick ran the length of one wall and the wood-fired oven threw light across the back of the room. The smell of charred crust and garlic hit me at the door. The host sat me near the center, two candles in glass votives, the menu a single printed card tucked under one of them.

I’d walked past places like this a hundred times and never thought I could afford them. I still couldn’t, not really. But I’d picked it on purpose. I wanted to take Shannon and Michelle somewhere decent.

Shannon came in first, scanning the room until she found me. Michelle was a step behind her in a light blue, tight-fitting professional pantsuit.

I stood. Shannon reached me first and kissed my cheek. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

Michelle kissed my other cheek, quick and light, and we sat, Shannon to my left, Michelle across from me.

I ordered a bottle of red off the middle of the list. When the server left, Michelle asked, “So what’s the occasion?”

“You’re glowing,” Shannon said before I could respond. “Don’t make us pull it out of you.”

The wine came. The server poured, I tasted and nodded, and he filled all three glasses and left us the bottle.

“All right,” I said. “I got the job.”

Shannon’s face opened up. “Are you serious?”

“Sal gave me the desk this morning.”

Michelle lifted her glass. “To the desk.”

We touched glasses over the center of the table. The wine was dry with an edge of cherry. Shannon kept her hand on mine while I told them how it went and what the offer was.

“That’s going to be rough, but I think it’s normal to start out that way,” I said. “Pretty sure I can handle it, though.”

“You earned that,” Shannon said.

“I haven’t done anything yet.”

“You clawed your way into that Sal guy’s presence,” Michelle said. “You scored an opportunity for yourself. That’s how it’s done.”

We ordered, and the food came in stages, the crust charred and blistered at the edges, the cheese in uneven pools. The bottle emptied while the room thinned out around us.

“And you’re still bartending at night,” Michelle said at some point.

“For now. I have to.”

She looked at me a beat. “You can handle it.”

When the check came, I made sure my hand got there first.

“We’ll split it,” Shannon said.

“I got it,” I insisted.

“You can pay when you get your first commission,” Michelle said.

“I’ll pay then, too.”

They stopped arguing and smiled at me.

Outside, Shannon pulled her sweater tight and slipped her arm through mine. Michelle stood close on my other side, hands in her blazer pockets.

“So,” Shannon said, her voice dropping. “Anyone tired?”

The words sat there. I looked at her, then at Michelle, who didn’t say anything but smiled.

“I’m wired,” Michelle said.

“Me too.”

“Your place or mine?” Shannon asked Michelle.

“Yours is closer,” Michelle said.

Shannon nodded, and we started walking.


Chapter Nine




Shannon’s building sat six blocks from Otto’s, and we walked them fast with the cold pushing the three of us together on the sidewalk. Neither of them said much, and the quiet between us carried a charge.

When we got inside, Shannon dropped her keys in the dish by the door and reached for me, but Michelle got there first. She caught my jaw in one hand and kissed me, slow and certain.

Finally, Michelle said, “Bedroom. Both of you.”

Shannon raised an eyebrow. “Look at you, taking over.”

“Tonight might be a celebration for Nate,” Michelle said. “But I want to watch him earn it.”

Shannon’s room held the pale wash of streetlight through the sheer curtains and the queen bed with the sheets pulled tight. An armchair sat in the corner by the window. Michelle crossed to it and sat, unhurried, like she’d been planning this since dinner.

“Tonight, I want to watch,” she said, and nodded at the two of us.

“Wow. The tables have turned,” Shannon said.

Michelle only smirked. “Go on. Undress each other. Slow. I want to see all of it.”

Shannon looked at me, and the corner of her mouth curled. She reached for the buttons of my shirt and started at the top. I found the zipper at the back of her dress and drew it down a tooth at a time, and every time my hands moved too fast Michelle’s voice came from the chair and reined me back.

“Slower than that. Let her look at you,” Michelle said. “Now the dress. Off her shoulders. All the way down.”

I eased the dress off Shannon’s shoulders and let it fall. She stepped out of it and stood in front of me in nothing but a black bra and panties, and I got my hands on her at last, the full curve of her hips filling my palms.

“The rest,” Michelle said. “I want to see her.”

I unhooked the bra and drew it off. Shannon’s breasts came free, full and heavy, and I cupped one.

“Shannon. On your knees,” Michelle said. “You know what I want to see.”

Shannon sank to her knees on the rug without a word of protest. She worked my belt loose and my zipper down and pushed my pants and boxers to my thighs, and I was already hard when she wrapped her hand around the base of me. She looked up once, held my eyes, and took me into her mouth.

The heat of it made me groan. She went slow at first, the way Michelle wanted. Her hand followed her mouth, and her tongue dragged along the underside on every pass.

“She’s good at that,” Michelle said from the chair. “Look how much she likes it.”

“I see it,” I said. My voice came out thick.

“Deeper, Shan. You can take it.”

Shannon took me deeper, and her throat opened around me, and my hand went into her blonde hair. I held there, careful, and let her set the pace Michelle called.

Across the room Michelle had worked her blouse open and slid one hand inside it, and her hips had started a slow roll against the chair’s cushion.

“That’s enough,” Michelle said, right when I’d started to lose the thread of anything else. “I don’t want him finishing in your mouth. Not yet, at least. On the bed, Shannon. On your back. Nate, use your mouth. She’s been wanting it all through dinner.”

Shannon let me slip from her mouth and climbed onto the bed, and I kicked free of my pants and followed her. I kissed my way down her body, unhurried, past her collarbone and the swell of her breasts and the flat of her stomach, and I hooked her thighs over my shoulders and put my mouth on her.

She was already wet. She arched off the mattress with a sound that filled the room. I settled in and worked her slow, and I hunted for the angle that made her hips lift to meet my mouth. When I found it she grabbed a fistful of the sheet and held on.

“There it is,” Michelle said. She’d shifted forward in the chair, both feet on the floor now, her hand moving under the open blouse. “Look at how she moves for you. Don’t let her come. Bring her right up to it and stop.”

A few minutes later, I brought her to the point that Michelle had ordered. Shannon made a frustrated, broken noise, fisted her free hand in my hair, and tried to grind against my mouth.

“Michelle,” Shannon warned. “I swear to God…”

Michelle didn’t answer her. “Again,” she told me. “Take her back up. Hold her there.”

I took her back up, slower this time, and held her at the edge until her thighs shook against my ears and her breath came in short climbing pulls. Every time she got close I eased off, and every time she cursed me, and every time Michelle’s voice stayed level and in charge.

“Now I want you inside her,” Michelle finally said.

I knelt up between Shannon’s thighs, lined myself up, and pushed in slow, and the heat of her closed around me until I had to stop and breathe through it. Shannon’s mouth fell open. Her hands closed around my forearms.

“All the way,” Michelle said. “Let her feel all of you. Now hold there. Don’t move.”

I held, buried deep, and Shannon squirmed under me and tried to take more, and I gave her nothing but what Michelle allowed.

None of the control was mine tonight, and giving it up ran hot through me in a way I hadn’t expected.

“Michelle,” Shannon breathed. “Please.”

“Turn her over,” Michelle said. “I want to see her face while you do it.”

I pulled out and rolled Shannon onto her knees to face Michelle’s chair, then gripped her hips and pushed back in from behind, and the new angle drove me deeper. Shannon dropped to her forearms with a sound she felt all the way through, and now she stared straight at Michelle and Michelle stared straight back.

“There,” Michelle said. “I like this view. Start slow and make it last.”

I slowed until every stroke crawled. Shannon groaned and pushed back to take more, and I held her hips still and gave her only the pace Michelle set. I wound a hand into her hair and drew her head up so Michelle could see all of her face.

“Good,” Michelle breathed. Her voice had started to fray at the edges. “Now harder. She’s ready. Give it to her.”

I drove into Shannon hard and steady, and the bed shifted against the wall on every stroke. She met me on every one, her arms shaking where they held her up, her eyes never once leaving the chair.

“Like that,” Michelle said. “She’s close. I can hear it in her.”

She was right. Shannon started to clench around me, and I held the pace exactly where Michelle had built it and let her climb the last of the way herself.

“Come for me, Shannon,” Michelle said. “Let me watch you go.”

Shannon came on command, loud and shaking, her back curved deep and her hands twisted in the sheets, and she held Michelle’s eyes through every second of it. I worked her through it and slowed as the tremors let her go. Across the room Michelle’s back arched and her hand moved hard, and she came in the chair with her lip caught between her teeth and her gaze locked on the two of us. Watching her undo herself from five feet away, with no hand on her but her own, nearly finished me right there.

Michelle rose out of the chair and crossed to the bed. She shed the last of her clothes on the way, unhurried even now, and she looked wrung out and hungry at the same time.

“You held that a long time,” she said. “I felt it from over there.” She put a hand on my chest and pushed me down onto my back. “My turn. And you’re going to use your mouth on me first, the way you did on her.”

I pulled Michelle up the bed and settled her over my face, and I gripped her thighs and put my mouth on her, and she was soaked from the show she’d run. She swore softly and sank down against my mouth, and I worked her the way she’d made me work Shannon, slow and steady until her hips started to move on their own.

Then Shannon’s mouth closed around my cock again. She’d stretched out along my body and taken me in hand, and she brought me back to full hardness with her tongue and her lips while Michelle rode my face above me. The two of them worked me at once, Michelle’s thighs locked tight around my head and Shannon’s mouth hot and slow on my cock, and the pull of both at the same time nearly took whatever control I had left.

Michelle rode my mouth until she was shaking, and then she lifted off before she went over.

“I don’t want to come like that,” she said, breathless. “I want you inside me when I do.”

Shannon drew back and let me go, and Michelle slid down my body, took me in her hand, and sank onto me all at once. She rode me with her palms flat on my chest and her weight coming down on every stroke, slow and then not, her dark hair a curtain around both our faces when she leaned down to kiss me. Shannon settled in alongside us, still flushed, and turned my face to kiss me once before she let me turn back.

I was done holding back. I’d been white-knuckling it since Shannon’s mouth first found me, and now the heat climbed and there was nothing left to fight it with.

“Look at me,” Michelle said. “I want to see it when you come.”

She reached down between us and worked herself where we met, and her rhythm broke and caught and turned ragged. I let go and followed her over. I came deep inside her with my hands locked on her hips and a groan tearing out of me. Michelle rocked through her own finish a breath behind me. Her thighs clamped tight and her voice broke apart above me.

For a moment none of us moved. Michelle sagged forward onto my chest, and Shannon curled in against my side, and the three of us lay tangled together.

“So that’s new,” Shannon said. “You giving the orders.”

“I liked the view from the chair.” Michelle lifted her head, her dark hair a wreck. “You two put on a good show.”

“Anytime,” I said.

Shannon laughed against my chest. “Careful. We’ll hold you to that.”

I lay there with the two of them heavy and warm on either side of me.


Chapter Ten




Iwalked through the office door at seven fifty-six, wearing dark jeans and a collared shirt I’d ironed the night before on a towel spread across the kitchen counter. The same woman from Thursday sat behind the reception desk, reading glasses on the chain around her neck, a coffee mug with faded lettering within reach of her left hand.

She glanced up, gave me a flat once-over, and said, “I don’t tend to introduce myself to people until they’re officially hired. I’m Rosa.”

“Nate.”

“I know.” She pointed with her pen toward the back of the room. “Your desk is in the corner. Back left.”

I looked where she pointed. Five desks filled the room in a loose grid, three of them occupied or at least claimed. A fluorescent tube flickered over the back left corner every few seconds. The desk was metal, scratched along the edges, with a desktop computer from another decade in the center and a monitor thick enough to stop a bullet. A rolling chair with a torn vinyl seat finished the picture.

I walked over and set my recently-purchased messenger bag on the floor beside it. The chair squeaked when I sat. The computer hummed when I pressed the power button, then took its time. The fan inside it sounded like something dying.

Rosa appeared at my shoulder while the login screen loaded. She held a single manila folder and a yellow legal pad.

“You’re not on the network yet,” she said. “The IT guy comes Thursday. Until then, you’ll use paper.”

“All right.”

She set the folder and the pad on the desk. “Phone extensions are on the first page. Sal’s is four. Jerry is six. Mine is two. If you need something, you ask me. Do not walk into Sal’s office unless he calls you in. Clear?”

“Clear.”

She studied me for a beat, the same way she had Thursday, as though checking whether I was going to waste her time. Then she gave the smallest nod, barely there, and walked back to the front desk.

Soon after, Jerry walked in with a coffee in one hand and his phone in the other, his blazer over an open collar and his shoes polished to a shine. He smiled the moment he saw me and crossed the room with his hand already extended.

“Nate. Good to see you again. First day. How’re you feeling?”

I stood and shook his hand. “Good. Ready.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” Jerry clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll keep an eye on you since you look like you’re a hard worker.”

“I’ll try to be.”

“You’ll do fine. This business isn’t complicated. You just have to show up and put the hours in.” He gestured at the desk. “They stuck you back here, huh? Don’t worry about it. Everybody starts in the corner. You close a couple deals, you move up.”

“Makes sense.”

“If you need anything, ask me. I’ve been doing this fifteen years, so I’ve seen it all.” He pulled a business card from his jacket pocket and set it on the desk. “That’s my cell. If you run into a question Sal doesn’t have time for, call me. We’re a team here.”

“I appreciate that.”

“All right, I’ve got a tour at nine, so I need to prep.” He smiled again, warm and easy, and walked to his desk near the front window.

I sat back down. The computer had finally loaded. I opened the folder Rosa had left and flipped through the phone list and the office policies.

After flipping through the documents, another guy walked in, mid-twenties, carrying a messenger bag similar to mine slung across his chest and a to-go cup of coffee. He had dark hair and wore a button-down that looked like it had been pulled from the bottom of a laundry pile. He saw me and his face brightened.

“Oh man, you’re the new guy,” he said. He dropped his bag on the desk two over from mine and came around to shake my hand. “I’m Danny. Danny Cho. When’d you start?”

“Today.”

“Nice. Welcome.” He pulled the chair from his desk and sat backwards on it, arms draped over the backrest. “Where are you from?”

“North Carolina, originally. Been in the city for a couple of months.”

“Nice. I’m from Jersey. Grew up in Fort Lee, went to Rutgers, moved to Astoria after I graduated. Did you do any real estate before this?”

“No. I was bartending. Still am, actually.”

“Yeah, I was doing inside sales for a tech startup, but I hated it. Cold-calling all day, hitting quotas, getting yelled at by my manager. This seemed better. Except it’s basically the same thing.” He laughed and took a sip of his coffee. “I’ve been here four months and I haven’t closed anything yet. I’ve got some deals in the pipeline, though, and a couple tours lined up this week. Sal’s got me working this corridor in East New York. It’s rough, but there’s opportunity, you know? Just gotta find the right tenant.”

He kept talking and I kept listening. He told me about the deals he’d almost closed, the landlords who’d ghosted him, the tenant who’d strung him along for three weeks before going with another broker. He talked fast, his energy high, and underneath it ran panic dressed up as confidence.

The door to Sal’s office opened and Sal walked out. He wore a pressed shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms and dark slacks, the same uniform from Thursday. He crossed the room without looking at any of us, poured himself a coffee from the pot near Rosa’s desk, and walked back into his office. He left the door half open.

Danny watched him go, then looked at me and lowered his voice. “He doesn’t say much. You kind of just have to figure it out on your own. But he’s fair. If you put the work in, he sees it.”

“That’s good to know.”

“All right, I gotta make some calls. We should grab lunch sometime this week. Compare notes.”

“Sounds good.”

He sat down at his desk and opened his laptop. Within thirty seconds he was on the phone, his voice shifting into a rehearsed pitch that carried across the room.

The door to Sal’s office opened again. He stood in the frame and looked at me.

“Come here,” he said.

I stood and walked over. He stepped back and I followed him into the office. He closed the door behind me and gestured at the chair. I sat.

He stayed standing, leaning back against the edge of his desk with his arms crossed. He looked at me the way a mechanic looks at a car someone else worked on.

“You know Eighteenth Avenue,” he said.

“I know where it is.”

“That’s not the same thing. You know where it is because you walked in here the other day. You don’t know the blocks, you don’t know the storefronts, and you don’t know what’s vacant and what should be. So that’s what you’re going to learn.”

He reached behind him and picked up a printed map. He unfolded it and spread it across the desk. The map showed a grid of streets in Bensonhurst, certain corridors highlighted in yellow.

“This is your zone,” he said. He tapped a stretch of blocks along Eighteenth Avenue and Eighty-Sixth Street. “You’re going to walk every block. You’re going to log every storefront. I want to know what’s in each space. I want to know what’s vacant. I want to know what’s dying. I want to know who owns it and how long it’s been empty. You’re not using CoStar. You’re not using LoopNet. You’re walking it on foot and you’re writing it down by hand.”

I’d never heard of either. Some kind of listings database, I guessed, the shortcut he was taking away from me on purpose.

Sal pulled a small bound notebook from his desk drawer and set it on top of the map.

“One page per block,” he said. “Address, business name, condition, notes. If it’s vacant, find out who owns it. If it’s struggling, figure out why. You don’t know a block until your shoes know it.”

I picked up the notebook. The cover was plain black, the pages blank.

“How long do I have?” I asked.

“As long as it takes. But if you’re not done by the end of the week, you’re not doing it right.”

He folded the map back up and handed it to me. I stood.

“That’s it,” he said.

I walked out and closed the door behind me. Danny glanced over from his desk, saw the notebook in my hand, and gave me a sympathetic look.

“Canvass?”

“Yeah.”

“That sucks, man. I had to do the same thing when I started. It’s brutal. My feet were killing me by day three.”

I went back to my desk and set the notebook and the map down. I opened the map and studied the highlighted blocks. Fifteen, maybe twenty. Some of them ran three or four blocks long. Others were short, a single stretch between two avenues.

I pulled a pen from my bag and flipped the notebook open to the first page. I wrote the date and the address of the first block on the list.

Danny was still on the phone, running through his pitch. His voice was bright and polished, but he was reading straight off a script. He paused after every few sentences, waiting for a response, then kept going when he didn’t get one.

Jerry had his laptop open and his phone to his ear, leaning back with one ankle crossed over his knee. He laughed at something the person on the other end said, his voice warm and smooth. When he hung up he glanced over and gave me a quick nod.

Rosa typed something on her computer, her fingers fast. She didn’t look up.

I packed the notebook, the map, and a pen into my bag. I stood and crossed the room toward the door.
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I walked out onto Eighteenth Avenue. The morning air was cool and the street was already awake. A bodega on the corner had its door propped open and a radio played inside. A guy hauled crates of produce from a truck parked half on the curb. The elevated D train rattled past two blocks over and the sound carried.

I pulled the notebook and the map out of my bag and checked the first block on the list. Eighteenth Avenue between Seventy-First and Seventy-Second. I started walking.

The first storefront was a laundromat, open, two women folding clothes at a long table. Next to it was a deli with a red awning and a sandwich board out front advertising the breakfast special. Then a barber shop, closed, the chairs visible through the window. Then a cell phone repair place, a kid behind the counter scrolling his phone.

I stopped in front of each one and wrote it down. Address, name, condition.

At the end of the block I turned and walked back on the other side. There was a discount furniture store with a “Going Out of Business” sign that looked months old, a storefront with papered windows and no sign, the door chained shut, and a nail salon with two stations occupied. Beside it was a check-cashing place with bars on the windows.

I wrote it all down. By the time I finished the first block, my hand cramped and the notebook had three full pages.

I checked the map and walked to the next block.

By noon I’d walked six blocks and filled fifteen pages. My feet hurt and my lower back ached from bending over to read faded signs and peering through dirty windows. I stopped at a bodega and bought a bottle of water and a bag of chips, ate them standing on the corner, then kept going.

By three I’d walked twelve blocks. I sat on a bench near the Eighteenth Avenue station and flipped through the notebook. Forty pages of notes. I’d spotted eight vacant storefronts and two others that weren’t officially vacant but looked like they were dying, the kind of places where the lights were on but no one was inside.

I looked at the map. I had eight blocks left. I stood and kept walking.

By the time I got back to the office it was almost six. The light was fading and the street had shifted. The bodegas were still open but the other places had started closing. Normally, I would have been at Linden for work, but I’d taken off for my first day at the office. I didn’t want to have to rush out, and now I was glad I’d had the foresight to take off.

I walked in and Rosa glanced up from her desk.

“You’re still working,” she said.

“Yeah, but finished for the day.”

“Sal left an hour ago. Jerry is gone too.”

Danny sat at his desk, his laptop open, his phone pressed to his ear. He looked exhausted. When he saw me he ended the call and stood.

“Dude, you were out there all day?”

“Yeah.”

“How many blocks did you get?”

“Twelve.”

He whistled. “I did maybe six when I started. Took me two days.”

I went to my desk and sat down. I opened the notebook and flipped through the pages. Patterns surfaced that I’d missed on foot. Certain blocks held more vacant space than others. Certain corridors had newer businesses trying to move in. Others were just holding on.

Danny grabbed his bag and slung it over his shoulder. “All right, man. I’m out. You coming?”

“Not yet.”

“Seriously? You’ve been walking all day.”

“I want to finish the notes.”

He shook his head, half-smiling. “All right. See you tomorrow.”

He walked out. Rosa stood and pulled her purse from under the desk.

“Lock the door on your way out,” she said.

“Will do.”

She left. The office went quiet.

Forty pages of addresses and businesses and observations sat in front of me, and none of it meant anything yet. I didn’t know if I’d logged the right details or missed the key ones, or whether Sal would look at it and see the work or see that I’d done it wrong.

I didn’t know yet if I was building something or if I was already on my way to being gone by October.
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It took the rest of the week to finish the zone.

I walked the last blocks over three days before my Linden shifts, then doubled back on the ones I’d rushed the first day. The owners I could find I looked up on the city’s property site. The ones I couldn’t, I got the old way, by asking the guy who’d run the hardware store on Eighteenth for twenty years and knew every landlord on the strip by their first name.

By Friday the black notebook was full.

Monday morning Rosa pointed her pen at Sal’s door before I’d set my bag down.

“He wants the book,” she said.

I brought it in. Sal sat behind the desk with his reading glasses low on his nose and a lease open in front of him. He didn’t look up. He put out one thick hand, palm open, and I set the notebook in it.

Then he read.

He went page by page, slow, his eyes moving over my handwriting. He didn’t skim. Every so often he stopped on a page longer than the rest, and once he pulled a pen from the cup and made a small mark in the margin. He didn’t tell me what the mark meant.

While he read, my eyes once again went to the window behind him, to the closed down bakery. A pigeon sat on the sill and didn’t move.

“Something out there?” Sal said. He still hadn’t looked up.

“No,” I said.

He grunted and turned another page.

He got to the back of the book, closed it, and set it on the desk between us. He took the glasses off and looked at me.

“Which block’s the deadest?”

“Eighty-Sixth past Twentieth Avenue,” I said. “Four empty in two blocks, and two more that won’t see the year out. The dollar store’s got liquidation signs up, and the owner’s already renting the upstairs by the room.”

“Who owns the double-wide that’s been dark on Eighteenth by Seventy-Fourth?”

“A holding company out of Staten Island. Same one owns three other empties on the strip. They’ve been sitting on all of them.” I paused, because the next part was a guess and I wanted him to know I knew the difference. “I think they’re waiting to sell the block, not lease it.”

Sal looked at me for a second. He didn’t say good. He didn’t say anything close to it.

“The corridor’s yours,” he said. “You log every change on it from here out. Something opens, something closes, a for-lease sign goes up, I want to hear it from you before the sign’s in the window. You don’t wait for me to ask.”

“Okay.”

“A block will tell you what it needs.” He tapped the notebook once with two fingers. “You just need to slow down enough to listen.”

He put the glasses back on and picked the lease up off the desk.

I took the notebook and stood.

At the door his voice came again, flat, still not looking up.

“You kept looking at that window.”

I stopped.

“I told you before, it’s Carmine’s,” he said. “Leave it alone.”

I waited for the rest of it, but nothing came.


Chapter Eleven




The rhythm set fast.

I reached Bensonhurst by eight, checked my blocks against the notebook, logged whatever had changed since the day before, and gave the rest of the day to whatever Sal or Jerry put in front of me.

Then I ran for the train and gave the night to Linden.

The days stopped keeping clean edges.

Jerry came to my desk on a Tuesday with a folder and the smile already on.

“Nate. Good, you’re in early.” He set the folder down and opened it. A listing sheet lay on top, a fifteen-hundred-foot corner on Eighty-Sixth Street he wanted to talk a landlord into pricing right. “I need comps. Recent retail leases, same footprint, half a mile out. Asking rents, and what actually closed if you can dig it up. The old man thinks his corner’s gold, and I need paper that argues with him.”

“I can do that.”

“Course you can.” He clapped my shoulder a bit too hard. “This is the real school, by the way. You’ll learn more doing this than you ever did in the online course.”

He walked back to his desk by the window and left me the work.

Danny and I shared the one CoStar terminal in the corner, and we traded off on it all morning like two men passing a single wrench. When my turn came I pulled every retail lease inside the radius, then checked the addresses against my own notebook, because half of them sat on blocks I had already walked and I knew which ones lied about their foot traffic. It ate most of the day. By the afternoon I had a clean page: eight comparables, asking against closed, a column for taxes, and a line at the bottom that set Jerry’s corner a good fifteen percent under what the landlord wanted to hear.

I carried it to his desk. He read it once and nodded.

“This is good.”

The next afternoon I heard him on the phone with the landlord. He walked the man through the numbers slow and warm, every figure mine, and when the landlord pushed back Jerry said, “I pulled these comps myself, Sal’s had me deep in that corridor for weeks.”

The heat came up the back of my neck. My work, and he’d bolted his own name to it inside a single sentence. I sat with the irritation a moment. Then I let it go, because the arithmetic underneath still came out in my favor. The comps were mine whether or not that landlord ever heard my name. The skill that built them was mine. Jerry could keep the credit as long as I kept the thing that made the credit worth taking.

And I filed the rest of it away, the smoothness of the lie and how little it cost him, because a man shows you who he is in the small stuff long before he shows you in the big.
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The cold calls were something else entirely. Every morning before the office woke up I worked my own list, a page of owners behind the empty storefronts on my corridor, and most mornings the list worked me back. The numbers rang out. The ones that answered gave me ten seconds before the line went dead.

By the end of that week I had run the whole page twice. I called the holding company in Staten Island that sat on the four dark spaces near Seventy-Fourth. A woman put me on hold, came back, and told me they weren’t leasing. I asked whether they were selling. She hung up.

I called a man who owned a shuttered pharmacy on Eighteenth and earned three whole minutes out of him before he told me his nephew handled the building now and the nephew didn’t return calls. I wrote it down anyway. Sal wanted every change on the corridor, and a nephew who ignored his own family’s vacancy counted.

Danny worked his phone harder than any of us and got less for it. He read his pitch off the screen in that bright, careful voice, the same forty seconds every time. He’d booked a walkthrough with a nail-salon operator, confirmed it, and then the operator went dark on him. Danny left three messages, and each one came a little faster than the last, and by the third he had quit pretending it would happen. He set the phone down and stared at it.

“They ghost you every time,” he said to nobody. “Every single time.”

I had nothing for him, so I kept quiet and made my next call. But I heard the panic under his voice.

I hated to admit that his experience motivated me to not let my foot off the gas.
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On Friday, Jerry took me along to show the Eighty-Sixth Street corner to a tenant, a man who wanted a third location for his phone-repair business. My job was to open the space, hold the tape, and say nothing.

I learned more in that hour than I had all week. Jerry worked the man the way I used to work a full bar on a Friday. He never oversold. He let the tenant talk himself toward the deal, agreed with every objection before the guy finished it, and turned the low ceiling and the awkward back room into selling points by the time we reached the door. The space had not changed at all, but the tenant’s picture of it had.

On the sidewalk after, Jerry lit up like the lease had already closed, and maybe it had.

“See what I did in there?” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. Whatever else the man was, he could sell.

It occurred to me then that maybe the work he’d swiped from me a few days ago wasn’t so much a theft, but a payment, the price of admission for watching him work and learning from it.
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The nights ran the other direction from the days. After putting in a full day at the office, I then rode an hour to pour drinks at Linden until close. By the end of the first week the commute had worn a groove in me. By the end of the second I could have slept standing up on the M, and a few nights I nearly did.

And the couch in Ridgewood waited at the end of all of it.

Linden held me up on the nights the desk ground me down. The work there sat easy in my hands.

“You look like the train ran over you,” Sam said as soon as I came through the door.

“Twice,” I said. “Once each way.”

I made drinks and let the rhythm carry me, and somewhere in the middle of the rush the day at the desk loosened its grip. By the time I broke down my station and counted my tips, the fear from the office had gone quiet.
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Shannon texted me on Saturday and told me to come to her place after my shift, that she was cooking and Michelle would be there and I was not allowed to argue about it.

I got off the train and walked to her building. She buzzed me up. When she opened the door the smell of garlic and browned butter rolled out into the hall, and she stood there in an apron over a soft gray sweater, her blonde hair pulled back and a wooden spoon still in one hand.

She went up on her toes and kissed me before I got a foot inside.

Her apartment wrapped around me the way it always did with its clean counters, a stack of books on the end table, a candle burning, and low jazz from a speaker in the corner.

Michelle sat at the kitchen island with a glass of red in front of her. “The working man. You look tired.”

“I am tired.”

She slid a second glass across the marble toward me. “Sit. Shannon won’t let anyone help, so don’t insult her by trying.”

I sat and drank wine and let the two of them run the kitchen around me. Shannon plated pasta with a short-rib ragu she’d started that morning before work. Michelle set the table and poured and needled Shannon about the amount of butter, and Shannon told her to mind her own arteries.

We ate at the small table by the window. I had not sat down to a real dinner in days, and the first bite of it hit hard.

“So tell us,” Shannon said. “How’s the job.”

I told them about the corridor and the notebook I filled by hand and the calls that went nowhere and the comps I built that came back wearing Jerry’s name. I didn’t dress any of it up. Shannon listened with her chin on her hand and her eyes on my mouth, and Michelle kept her gaze locked on mine.

“Sounds like a normal beginning in New York City,” Michelle said.

Shannon reached over and laid her hand on my forearm, warm and easy. “I’m proud of you,” she said.

I looked at the two of them across that little table, the ragu going cold between us and the wine half gone. A few months ago I’d had nobody in this city who cared whether I made it. Now I had two women, both smarter and further down the road than me, and neither of them wanted a thing from me except to watch me turn into who I was becoming. And they liked what we had. No game ran under it and no jealousy soured it, only this, the three of us at a table on a Saturday, and it knocked me sideways every time I stopped long enough to feel it.

“There’s a space I can’t stop thinking about,” I said. “A storefront on my corridor. It’s an old bakery, closed a couple of years, right across the alley from the office. It’s boarded up and everybody in the office has already taken a run at it and quit.” I turned my wine glass on the table. “Sal told me to not even go there, but I keep looking at it.”

“Why that one?” Shannon asked.

“Because it isn’t empty because nobody wants it, but apparently because the old man won’t hand it to just anyone. That’s not a real estate problem. That’s a people problem.” I lifted a shoulder. “I’m new to real estate, but people problems I can maybe do something with.”

“I think you should give it a shot,” Shannon said. “If I’d listened to everyone who told me I couldn’t or shouldn’t do something…”

“Same for me,” Michelle said. “If I did that, I’d still be at someone else’s agency.”

“I’ve been told my whole life I shouldn’t share a man,” Shannon said, and Michelle choked on her sip of wine laughing.

“Me too,” Michelle said, patting her chest. “But then you always find out you’ve been sharing him anyway.”

Shannon stood and started clearing plates, and when I rose to help she pressed a flat hand to my chest and pushed me back down into the chair.

“No,” she said, and her voice dropped half a register. “You’ve been on your feet for two weeks. Tonight you don’t lift a finger.”

Michelle set her glass down and stood too, unhurried, and came around behind my chair. She ran her hand up the back of my neck and into my hair, and she leaned down close to my ear.

“She’s right,” Michelle said. “Tonight, let us take care of you.”


Chapter Twelve




They led me down the hall together, and I let them. Two weeks of walking Bensonhurst on foot had left my legs dead and my lower back locked up, and the wine and the warm food had finished off whatever the pavement started. I could barely keep my eyes open.

Shannon’s room was dim and quiet. She let go of my arm and crossed to the nightstand, and when she came back she had a small bottle in her hand.

“Strip and lay face down,” she said.

“What’s that?” I asked, eyeing the bottle.

“Just do as your told.” Michelle already had her hands on my shirt buttons. “That’s the only thing we’re letting you do tonight.”

They undressed me between them, slow, four hands working my buttons and my belt and my zipper until I stood there with nothing on. Then they laid me face down on the bed, and I sank into the mattress and let out a breath I felt in my whole body.

I heard the bottle click open. A second later Shannon’s hands pressed massage oil into my shoulders. She leaned her weight into them, and the knot that had sat under my right shoulder blade for a week started to give.

“God,” I said into the pillow.

“Don’t talk,” Shannon said. “Just feel it.”

Michelle climbed onto the backs of my thighs and set her oiled hands at the base of my spine, and she pushed up the length of my back in one long stroke and then another, working the muscle on either side of it with the heels of her hands. Shannon dug her thumbs into the base of my neck and along my shoulders. My feet were the worst of it, wrecked from the canvassing, and when Michelle shifted down the bed and pressed her thumbs into the arch of one I made a sound that had nothing sexual in it at all.

“You’re that tense?” she asked.

“You have no idea.”

They worked me over and didn’t rush any of it. Shannon kneaded my neck and shoulders, and Michelle took her time on my calves and feet, and the tension bled out of me an inch at a time. I drifted somewhere close to sleep, loose and warm, my mind quiet for the first time in two weeks.

Then the touch changed.

Shannon’s hands slid lower, down my back and over the curve of my ass, and Michelle’s oiled palms ran up the backs of my thighs and inward. Neither of them said anything. The massage didn’t stop so much as turn into something else. Michelle leaned down and pressed a kiss to the base of my spine, then another lower, and I felt myself waking back up in a different way.

“Turn over,” Shannon said, low.

I flipped. I was already half hard just from their hands, and both of them looked at me, and Michelle smiled.

“I think he’s enjoying this,” she said.

They poured more oil and started again, this time across my chest and stomach. Shannon dragged her slick palms down over my ribs and the muscle of my stomach, and Michelle wrapped one oiled hand around me and stroked, slow and loose, her thumb sliding over the head on every pass. I let my head drop back against the pillow.

I reached up for Shannon’s hip out of habit.

“No.” She caught my wrist and set it back on the bed. “Hands down. You don’t lift a finger, remember?”

“Okay, okay.”

“Good boy.”

Michelle kept stroking me, slow and even, and Shannon leaned down and kissed my chest, then my throat, then my jaw, and worked her way down my body. She dragged her mouth over my stomach and lower, and Michelle’s hand made room for her, and then Shannon’s lips closed around the head of my cock and I hissed a breath through my teeth.

Then both of them were on me at once.

Michelle dipped lower and mouthed at the base while Shannon took the head, and then Shannon slid down and took me deep and Michelle moved up to run her tongue along the side, and they traded like that, back and forth, until I couldn’t have said whose mouth was on me at any given second. One of them cupped me in her oiled hand while the other took me as far as she could, and the wet heat of two mouths trading over me pulled deep moans out of me.

They worked me slow and wet, no urgency to any of it, like they had all night and meant to use every minute. Shannon took me deep and held me there and brought her eyes up to mine, and Michelle pressed her lips to the base and hummed, and the heat climbed fast. Every time I got close one of them felt it in me and eased off, left me right at the edge, and started the slow climb over again.

They weren’t going to let me finish. They were drawing it out on purpose.

By the time Shannon lifted her head and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, I was so hard it ached.

“My turn first,” she said.

She stood and pulled the gray sweater over her head, then pushed her jeans and everything under them down her legs and stepped out. Michelle undressed beside her. I lay there and watched the two of them come out of the clothes they’d worn during dinner, and then Shannon climbed back onto the bed.

She straddled me, reached down to line me up, and sank onto me in one slow slide, and she let out a long breath as she took all of me. She rode me slow, her palms flat on my chest, her hips rolling in a deep, unhurried grind. Michelle knelt beside my head and turned my face and kissed me while Shannon worked, and every so often she murmured against my mouth about how good I was being, how still I was holding, how much longer did I think I could last. Shannon rode me until my hips started to lift off the bed to meet her, and the second she felt me chase it she stopped and climbed off.

“Not yet,” she said, breathless. “You don’t get it that easy.”

“Greedy,” Michelle said. “Move over.”

Michelle swung a leg across me and sank down where Shannon had been. She rode me faster from the start, and she leaned back with her hands braced on my thighs so I could see all of her and all of where we met. Shannon took Michelle’s place by my head and fed me her breast, and I drew her nipple into my mouth and worked it with my tongue until she gasped and pressed closer. Michelle rode me hard enough that the edge rushed up on me again, and I must have made a sound, because she slowed and then lifted off me entirely.

“Almost,” she said, looking down at me, pleased with herself. “But not yet.”

Shannon climbed back on before I’d come down. She’d stopped playing now. She sank down and ground against me hard and took what she wanted this time, deep and slow and then faster, and within a dozen strokes she clenched around me and came with a cry, and her nails raked down my chest. I gritted my teeth and held still and let her ride it out, and the second she was done she lifted off, spent.

“Okay,” she breathed. “Your turn, Michelle.”

Michelle climbed on again. She rode me hard and greedy, her hands braced on my chest, and I watched her chase it. Her mouth fell open and her breath broke apart. Shannon knelt over me and dragged her nails lightly down my stomach and told Michelle to take it, take all of it, and Michelle came with a broken sound and dropped forward onto my chest.

For a moment the two of them just breathed, wrung out, and I lay there aching and still hard, right at the edge they’d kept me from all night.

“He’s been so patient,” Shannon said.

“He really has.” Michelle pushed herself up on shaking arms. “Should we finally let him finish?”

“I think he’s earned it.”

“But how?”

They watched each other for a few seconds, a silent communication flying between them.

Then they both smirked.

“What?” I asked.

They got me up and moved me to the edge of the bed. I sat with my knees bent over the side and my feet flat on the floor, and the two of them sank down onto their knees in front of me, hip to hip on the rug. From down there they had to tip their faces up to find mine. I pushed myself up slightly on my elbows to take in the glorious view.

Shannon wrapped her hand around the base of me and Michelle wrapped hers just above it, and they stroked me together. Their slick fists moved in the same slow rhythm and twisted at the top. Then they leaned in close, side by side, and lifted their chests toward me until all four breasts pointed up at my cock head, Shannon’s and Michelle’s both, waiting for it.

“Go ahead,” Shannon said. “You held it long enough.”

“We want it,” Michelle said. “Give us all of it.”

I looked down at the two of them on their knees between my legs, their faces tipped up and their breasts offered, and I let go. I’d been holding it back for what felt like an hour, and when it broke it tore up through me and kept coming. I came hard, in thick pulses, and it landed across Shannon’s chest and Michelle’s, all four breasts, and striped their skin while their fists kept working me. There was more of it than I’d have thought, and they stroked every last pulse out of me until I had nothing left.

I fell back across the bed. My ears rang. Every muscle they’d worked loose had gone loose again, deeper this time.

“That was so much,” Shannon said.

“Seriously,” Michelle said. “How do you walk around all day with all of that inside of you?”

I couldn’t even say anything in response. I couldn’t have moved if the building caught fire. Distantly I felt the two of them settling in on either side of me.

Somewhere in there I stopped fighting my eyes and let them close.


Chapter Thirteen




The shuttered bakery wouldn’t let me go.

I wanted to know what those who’d already failed at it knew.

So on Monday morning I rolled my chair over to Danny’s desk.

“The bakery across the alley,” I said. “Carmine’s old place. You ever look at it?”

Danny laughed. “Oh, you feel it too. Everybody feels it. That window’s a siren. I looked at it my first week.” He leaned back and dropped his voice like he was handing me a favor. “Don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I knocked on Carmine’s door and the old man came out and looked at me like I’d spit on his mother. I gave him the whole pitch. Prime corner, great foot traffic, I’ll have a tenant for you in thirty days. He just stood there. Then he said, not for sale, not for rent, get off my step, and shut the door in my face.” Danny shook his head. “I called him twice after. He hung up both times. Everybody who touches it strikes out. Save yourself the trouble. Part of me thinks Sal and Carmine are in on it together, that they have a deal to act as a temptation to new hires here, just to test to see if they’ll listen.”

“And that’s everything you brought him. Prime corner, foot traffic.”

Danny frowned like the question made no sense. “What else is there?”

I let it go, but I was starting to think the answer was the whole thing.

Jerry had drifted close enough to hear, coffee in hand, and he propped a hip against the empty desk between us with the easy authority of a man who owned the floor.

“You’re circling Carmine’s,” he said. “Let me save you a month of your life. I already spent it.”

“You worked it?”

“A year ago, before your friend here.” He tipped his cup toward Danny. “It’s a good building on a good corner, and I don’t walk past money. So I went after the listing. I took the old man to lunch. I called him for a month straight. I even brought him a national tenant with a signed letter of intent, a coffee chain that would have paid over ask and never missed a month of rent.” He lifted one shoulder, smooth and final. “He turned it down flat. Wouldn’t even counter. The man doesn’t want to make a deal, Nate. Not with me, not with you, not with anybody. Some owners sit on a place until they die, and no commission is worth learning that the slow way.”

He said it like the case was closed, and to him it was. But I heard the part he’d missed. He’d walked up to a man grieving his family’s bakery and offered him a coffee chain, and then blamed the old man’s stubbornness when it went nowhere.

“So why’s it still in your head?” Jerry asked. “You get one shot at building a book here. Don’t burn it on a space that’s beaten every guy who tried it. Spend it where the yes comes easy.”

“Where does the yes come easy?” I asked.

Jerry smiled. “It never comes easy. But it comes easier than that.”

I sat with it the rest of the morning. Then I got up and knocked on Sal’s doorframe.

He looked up from his paperwork over the top of his glasses and waited.

“I want to take a run at Carmine’s,” I said.

He didn’t answer right away. He set the pen down and leaned back, and he looked at me for a long time. The clock ticked behind me.

“I already told you about that place,” he said finally.

“I know.”

“What makes you think you can do something different?”

“Nobody who tried it wanted the thing Carmine’s actually selling. They all wanted his corner. I don’t think the corner’s what he’s holding onto.”

Sal looked at me for a long moment. Something crossed his face and left again before I could read it. He picked the pen back up.

“It’s your shoe leather,” he said. “Waste it however you want.”

[image: ]


The first thing I did was look up who owned the building. I pulled it off the city’s property site the same way I’d been running down landlords all month, and the name came back Rizzo. Carmine Rizzo. He’d held the deed since the eighties, and the mailing address on file was the building itself, which told me he still lived there, over the shop.

The bakery’s website was still up. A photo loaded slow at the top of the page, showing a heavyset man in a white apron behind a glass case stacked with pastries, arms crossed, not quite smiling.

Rizzo’s Bakery, the header read.

Est. 1961.

Best sfogliatelle in Brooklyn.

Below it ran hours that hadn’t been true in two years and a phone number that rang out when I tried it. A local paper had run a short piece when the place closed, three paragraphs under the same photo.

So by the time I saw the old man in person, I already knew his face. I kept finding excuses to walk by the old place during the day, and Carmine was always in and out of his apartment.

He came and went from the residential door beside the boarded shopfront. I watched him three days running, trying to work up the nerve to approach him.

He walked past his own dark window like it wasn’t there.

On the fourth morning I knew I needed to quit waiting.

I remembered the first time I’d asked Shannon out. I was nervous as hell, but I pushed through and did it anyway.

That simple action had led to something I’d never anticipated.

Maybe this could too.

I crossed the alley and reached the sidewalk just as he came out his door, coffee in one hand and a folded newspaper under his arm. Up close he matched the photo, older and heavier and slower.

“Mr. Rizzo,” I said.

He stopped and looked at me, and seemed to have me pegged within a second. “Whatever you’re selling,” he said, “no.”

He’d run this conversation before. He had the whole thing loaded before I opened my mouth, the way I used to know a man’s order before he sat down at my bar.

“I’m not selling anything,” I said. “I work at Sal DeLuca’s, across the alley. I’ve been walking this corridor for the past couple of weeks, and I kept looking at your place, so I looked it up. I read about the bakery. I wanted to know if it was as good as they said. That’s all. I’m not here for a listing.”

Carmine’s eyes narrowed. “You work for Sal, you’re a broker. A broker always wants something.”

“Probably,” I said. “But right now I want to know what you sold in there.”

He studied me a long beat and waited for the angle, the flip, the part where I turned it into a pitch. I stood on the sidewalk and let the quiet sit, the way Sal let it sit on me on my first day, because I’d learned that a silence you refuse to fill does more work than anything you could say into it.

Something in him gave, just a hair.

“Sfogliatelle,” he said finally. “Lobster tails, if you’re not Italian. Cannoli. Seven kinds of cookie at Christmas, off cards my grandmother wrote out by hand.” He cut a glance at the boarded window and then away from it fast. “My father opened it in nineteen sixty-one. I took it over in the eighties. Thirty years I stood behind that counter. Sunday mornings the line ran out the door and around toward the avenue.”

“I saw the picture,” I said. “You behind the case.”

“That website.” He shook his head. “My nephew built the thing. I keep meaning to have him kill it and I never do.” He drank from his coffee. “Sal send you over here?”

“No,” I said. “He actually told me to leave you alone.”

The old man almost smiled.

“Smart man. You should’ve listened.” But he didn’t walk off.

“Can I ask what happened? Why it closed.”

He didn’t wave that one off the way he had the rest. “My son didn’t want it. I don’t blame him. He watched what it did to my hands and my back. He’s got a good job in Jersey now, something with computers. He’s happy. A place like this, you don’t run it alone. Not at my age, anyway. He said no, and that was that. I locked it the last time and I haven’t been back in since.”

“You ever think about putting somebody else in there?”

It was as close to a pitch as I let myself get, and I felt him clock it, but he didn’t hold it against me. He looked at the boarded window instead of at me.

When he spoke again it came out lower. “Fifty years that glass said Rizzo. My father’s name.”

I’d spent months reading the things men leave off the ends of their sentences, leaning across a bar at midnight, and this one wasn’t hard.

It had never been about the money, and it wasn’t really about the coffee chain either. Carmine wasn’t holding out for a better number. He was holding out against the part where somebody pulled his father’s counter, hung a board with a different name on it, and left nothing behind to say a family had stood in that room for two generations and fed half the neighborhood. A chain coffee shop would do it in a week and never know there’d been anything to erase.

He’d keep the window dark and the name up before he’d watch that happen.

“Thanks for telling me,” I said, and I meant it. “I’ll let you get on with your morning.”

“That’s it? No card? No ‘we should talk sometime?’ ”

“You know where I work,” I said. “If I come back, it won’t be to sell you a coffee chain.”

Something moved in the old man’s face, small and grudging, but he didn’t respond.


Chapter Fourteen




Sam and I broke down our stations side by side the way we did every night. Sam wiped the marble while I stocked the well, the rhythm between us automatic.

“You ever do anything that’s not work?” Sam asked.

I looked up from the speed rack. “Not often.”

“That’s bleak, man. What about weekends? You see friends? Go out?”

“I hang out with Shannon,” I said.

I hadn’t mentioned Michelle to Sam. The three of us had kept what we had between us, at least for now.

“That’s cool,” Sam said. “But that’s not the same thing as bro time. You know what I mean? Just guys, no expectations, no agenda. Beer and bullshit.”

I thought about it and came up empty. “No. I can’t remember the last time I’ve hung out with a couple of dudes.”

“What about your roommates?”

“Dustin and Trey.” I put the last bottle back on the shelf and straightened. “I’m gone so much I never see them. And even if I did, they’re only interested in warehouse parties and getting high and drunk.”

“Yeah, I know the type.” He said it like he’d met a hundred versions of those two. “I’m having a thing on Friday night at my place. Just a few guys. Hannah’s visiting her sister in Philly, so I’m totally free for the weekend. Nothing crazy. You should come.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’d like that.”

“Good. I’ll text you the address.”
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Sam’s place sat on the top floor of a three-story house in Astoria, up a narrow staircase. The door opened before I knocked and Sam grinned at me from the other side.

“Right on time,” he said. “Come on in.”

The apartment spread in a railroad layout. The living room opened first—windows on the street, a worn sectional circling a coffee table already loaded with pizza and beer. A flat-screen played UFC prelims, volume low.

Two guys looked up when I came in. The one closer to the door stood and extended his hand. He had sandy hair and a solid build.

“Chris,” he said. “I live here with Sam. Good to meet you.”

“Nate.”

The other guy waved from the couch without getting up. He had dark curly hair and glasses and held a slice of pizza folded in half. “I’m Zack. Grab a beer, man. They’re in the kitchen.”

Sam led me through to a narrow galley kitchen where a case of Brooklyn Lager sat on the counter, already half gone. I grabbed a beer and followed him back to the living room.

I took the open spot on the sectional next to Zack. Chris sat in the armchair to my left and Sam dropped onto the other end of the couch. Pizza boxes lay spread across the table, cheese and pepperoni from a place down the block that Sam swore by. I grabbed a slice and leaned back into the cushions.

The prelims rolled on the screen. Two bantamweights circled each other in the cage while the commentators broke down their records. Nobody said much for a few minutes. We just ate and drank and watched.

“This card’s supposed to be stacked,” Chris said during a break between fights. “Main event’s gonna be a war.”

“I got twenty bucks that says it doesn’t make it out of the second round,” Zack said.

“You always bet the knockout,” Chris said. “Do you ever actually win?”

“Sometimes.”

Sam reached for another slice. “He won once. Two years ago. He’s been chasing that high ever since.”

“What do you do?” Chris asked, turning to me.

“Real estate brokerage during the day, bartend at night.”

“Both?” Zack sat up slightly. “At the same time?”

“I’ve been doing it for a couple of weeks now.” I drank from my beer and set it back on the table. “I need the bar money to keep the bills paid while I build up the real estate side. It’ll be a few months before I can drop the shifts.”

Chris nodded like he understood. “I did that when I first moved here. Worked my day job and bartended three nights a week for almost a year. It was brutal, but it got me through.”

The main card started and we settled in to watch. The first fight went the distance and all three rounds stayed tight. Zack and Chris argued about the decision while Sam got up to grab more beers. He came back with four bottles and handed them around.

Halfway through the second fight, Chris said, “I’m gonna miss nights like this.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I got a job offer in Chicago. Good money, better title. I’m moving out at the end of the month.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “That’s a big move.”

“Yeah.” He grinned. “I’m a little nervous, but mostly excited.”

The conversation moved on from there. The third fight ended in a submission in the first round and Zack threw his hands up like he’d called it. He hadn’t.

“You said knockout,” Chris reminded him.

“Stoppage counts.”

“That’s not what you said.”

Zack laughed and finished his beer. He looked over at me. “So what about you, man? You seeing anybody?”

I hesitated for half a second. “Yeah. A woman named Shannon.”

Sam’s grin widened. “Nate has a taste for the older ladies.”

“My man,” Zack said. “I went there once. I learned a lot. How much older?”

“She’s forty-three.”

“Let’s see a picture.”

I pulled out my phone and opened Instagram. I found Shannon’s profile and turned the screen toward them. Her most recent post showed her at a restaurant, wine glass in hand, blonde hair down. She wore a dress that showed her shape and her smile looked warm and genuine.

Chris took the phone and studied it for a second before handing it to Zack. “Damn. She’s beautiful.”

“Yeah, she is,” Zack agreed. He handed the phone back. “Good for you, man.”

“She’s smart too,” I said. “Runs her own PR firm.”

“That’s the thing about older women,” Zack said. “They know what they want and they’re not playing games. No drama, no bullshit. Just straight to the point.”

“Pretty much,” I said.

The main event started and we all turned our attention back to the screen. The fighters came out to their walkout songs and the announcers ran through their tale of the tape. The energy in the room shifted, everyone leaning forward a little, the commentary volume turned up.

The fight delivered. Both guys came out swinging and the first round turned into a brawl. By the second round they’d both slowed but neither backed off. Blood streaked across one guy’s face and the other limped slightly when he circled. The crowd in the arena roared every time a punch landed clean.

“This is what I’m talking about,” Zack said. “This is a fight.”

The third round went to the ground and stayed there. One guy worked for position while the other defended and looked for an escape. The clock ran down and the horn sounded. All three of us sat back at the same time.

“Decision for sure,” Chris said.

“Split decision,” Sam predicted.

The judges’ scorecards came back unanimous and Chris raised his beer in victory. Zack threw a pillow at him.

We finished the pizza and moved through the rest of the beer. The conversation wandered from work to the city to stories from college, the kind of easy back-and-forth that didn’t require much effort. We just sat there and talked and watched fights and let the hours pass.

I felt the buzz from the beer settle into my shoulders and my chest. I watched Sam and Chris argue about something inconsequential while Zack scrolled through his phone and occasionally looked up to add a comment. The apartment smelled like pizza and beer.

I needed this more than I’d known. I understood it only once I was sitting there.

Sam looked over at me. “You good?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m good.”

He nodded and turned back to the screen where the post-fight interviews had started. I finished my beer and set the empty bottle on the table with the rest of them. The buzz hummed quietly under my skin.

I stayed until after midnight. We watched the rest of the card and the post-fight show. When I finally stood to leave, Sam and Chris both told me to come back anytime. Sam walked me to the door.

“Thanks for inviting me,” I said.

“Of course, man. We should do this more often.”


Chapter Fifteen




Afew nights later, Sam caught me between rounds at the bar, the early evening crowd still building. He leaned against the marble and waited while I finished a Negroni for a woman at the far end.

“You remember how Chris is moving out?” he asked.

I set the glass down in front of the customer and turned back to Sam. “Yeah.”

“So the room’s opening up, and I wanted to ask if you’d want to take it.”

I stopped wiping down the rail. “You’re serious.”

“Dead serious. Rent’s twelve hundred a month, utilities split down the middle. You get your own room, your own space, a door that actually closes. No more couch surfing.” He smiled. “Unless you’re really attached to that lifestyle.”

“Are you actually serious right now?”

“You could be in the next day after Chris leaves if you wanted.”

The couch at Dustin and Trey’s had been pressing on me for weeks. I kept meaning to scroll listings and set up viewings, but there’d been no time between my two jobs.

Living with Sam, living around someone who had his life pointed somewhere instead of spinning in place, was definitely something I wanted. Something I needed.

“I’m in,” I said. “Absolutely.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Sam straightened off the bar. “Oh, one more thing. Chris is having a going away thing at Brandt’s next Saturday. You should come. He wanted me to invite you. Bring Shannon.”

“Yeah, okay,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

“Cool. I’ll get you the details later.”

He went to check on a customer. I stood there thinking about the invitation.

I’d been seeing Shannon for weeks, and Michelle had joined us not long after. We hadn’t labeled it or made rules or decided what to call it. It just existed, private and ours. We’d gone out in public plenty of times, but never with people that we knew.

Now Sam wanted me to bring Shannon to a party. I couldn’t bring Shannon and leave Michelle out. I couldn’t split my time between them in public the way I could in private.

I needed to talk to them, both of them, so we could figure this out together.
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I sat on Michelle’s couch with Shannon beside me and Michelle in the chair across from us.

“Sam invited me to a thing,” I said. “Next Saturday. A going away party for his roommate.”

Shannon shifted slightly and her knee touched mine. “That sounds nice.”

“He told me to bring you,” I said, looking at Shannon. Then I turned to Michelle. “Just Shannon. Because he doesn’t know about this. About us.”

Michelle’s expression didn’t change but something moved in her eyes. She picked up her wine and took a sip before setting it back down. “So your friends don’t know about our arrangement.”

“No,” I said. “I didn’t want to tell anyone without talking to you two first.”

Shannon reached over and put her hand on my forearm. “I appreciate that.”

“Me too,” Michelle said.

I nodded and looked between them. “I’ve been thinking about it since Sam asked me. About what to say, how to handle it. I don’t know what the right move is.”

Shannon leaned back into the couch. “What do you want to do?”

“I want both of you there,” I said. “I don’t want to pick. I don’t want to split my time or pretend one of you doesn’t exist. But I also don’t know if that’s fair to ask.”

Michelle crossed her legs and rested her hands on her knee. “Are you worried about what your friends will think?”

“A little,” I admitted. “I don’t know how they’ll react. I don’t want it to be weird.”

“It will be weird,” Michelle said. “At first. They’ll wonder what the dynamic is. Some of them will ask. But that’s true no matter what you do.”

“I guess that’s true,” I said. “But also, at the same time… I shouldn’t care what anyone thinks. If this makes us all happy, then it’s none of their business anyway.”

Shannon nodded. “I like what we have. It feels good and it feels right. I don’t want to mess with it.”

“I don’t either,” Michelle said. “I’m having fun. More than I expected. And I don’t see a reason to stop.”

I looked up at them. “I feel the same way. This works.”

“So we keep going,” Shannon said.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Then maybe this is our chance to stop hiding it,” Michelle said. “To me, hiding it implies there’s something wrong with it. And I don’t think there is.”

I thought about that for a second. “You think it’ll bother some people?”

“For some it will,” Michelle said. “But I think most won’t care. People are a lot more open about relationship structures than they used to be. It’s not mainstream, but it’s not exactly shocking either.”

“Especially in New York,” Shannon added. “This city has seen everything. A guy dating two women is barely a blip on the radar. Most people will either think it’s interesting or they won’t care at all. The ones who judge are probably in the minority.”

Michelle nodded. “And honestly, those people aren’t worth worrying about. If they’re going to be judgmental about something that doesn’t affect them, that’s their problem.”

I glanced from Shannon to Michelle. They both looked calm, settled, like this was already decided in their heads.

“So it sounds to me like you’re both saying you’re okay going public,” I said.

“I’m saying we should stop treating this like a secret,” Michelle said. “We’re all adults. We’re all choosing this. If it feels right, then it feels wrong to hide it.”

“I agree. I’m ready if you are,” Shannon said.

This was a step, a big one. But they were right. Hiding it made it feel smaller than it was, like something we were ashamed of.

And I wasn’t ashamed.

How could I be?

“Okay,” I said. “Then I want you both to come with me to the party. Let’s do this.”


Chapter Sixteen




Iknocked on Shannon’s door at seven and she opened it wearing a black dress that stopped mid-thigh and showed her figure without trying to announce it. The fabric crossed at her chest in a way that drew my eye. She’d also curled her hair for the night. She smiled and stepped back to let me in.

“You look incredible,” I said.

“Thank you.” She reached up and straightened my collar. “You clean up pretty well yourself.”

I wore dark jeans and a button-down shirt, nothing fancy, but she made me feel like I’d gotten it right. She grabbed her jacket from the couch and slipped it on.

“Michelle should be here soon,” she said.

I checked the time on my phone. A few minutes later I heard footsteps in the hall and then a knock. Shannon opened the door and Michelle stepped inside.

She wore a light blue dress that wrapped at the waist and emphasized her hips. She’d pulled the top of her hair back and pinned it, the rest left down, dressed up without trying too hard. Her eyes found mine and held for a second before she smiled.

“Wow,” I said as I gazed at her.

She glanced at Shannon. “Double wow for you.”

“Thank you,” Shannon said. “Are we ready?”

We headed down to the street and walked to the train. Saturday evening filled the platform with a decent crowd. We stood together near the tracks and waited. The train pulled in and we found seats in the same car.

I sat between them. Shannon leaned against my shoulder on one side and Michelle pressed close on the other, warm against me.

The ride took us through three stops. People glanced over, across the aisle and near the doors. A guy in a Yankees cap looked over twice before turning back to his phone. A woman in her fifties stared openly for a few seconds before looking away.

Shannon noticed and laughed quietly. “I think we’re getting some attention.”

“Definitely,” Michelle said. She didn’t sound bothered by it.

I let people look. I basked in it.

The train reached our stop and we got off. We climbed the stairs to street level and walked two blocks to Brandt Hall. The building sat on a corner, three stories tall with big industrial windows and the original name still painted across the brick. Music and voices drifted out through the open doors.

We went inside.

The space opened into a high-ceilinged hall, long timber tables down the center and a zinc-topped bar along one wall. Exposed beams crossed overhead and pendant lights hung low over the tables. The crowd already filled most of the seating and clustered at the bar. The noise hit at once, dozens of conversations blending under the music.

Shannon walked beside me on my left and Michelle on my right. We moved through the entrance and heads turned. Some of the looks came because Shannon and Michelle turned heads on their own. Some came because I walked in with both of them, and it registered fast that we were together. The attention settled on us and I didn’t look away.

Sam spotted us first. He stood near one of the long tables with Chris and Zack beside him. His face lit up and he raised a hand. We crossed the room toward them.

“Nate!” Sam said. He stepped forward and clapped my shoulder. Then he turned to Shannon and grinned. “Shannon, good to see you.”

“You too, Sam,” she said.

Sam glanced at Michelle and then back at me.

“This is Michelle,” I said. “She’s with us.”

The understanding moved across Sam’s face first. His eyes widened slightly and his mouth opened a fraction before he caught himself. Chris and Zack both registered it a second later. Chris blinked and looked between the three of us. Zack grinned and shook his head slowly.

Sam recovered first. “It’s nice to meet you, Michelle.”

“You too,” she said.

Chris extended his hand. “I’m Chris. Thanks for coming.”

Michelle shook it. “Congratulations on the new job.”

Next Zack introduced himself to both Shannon and Michelle.

Then Sam rubbed his hands together and looked around at all of us. “Alright, we need drinks. Let’s hit the bar.”
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Sam finished his beer and set the bottle down on the nearest table. He looked at Chris and Zack, then back at me. Shannon and Michelle had drifted off, Shannon toward the bar and Michelle to one of the timber tables, already folded into conversations with people none of us knew.

“So,” Sam said. “What’s the deal?”

“Yeah, man. We need to know,” Chris said.

“Are you actually with both of them?” Zack asked. “You know… like that?”

I looked at the three of them. They weren’t trying to be rude. They just wanted to understand.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re all together. Like that.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose. “Wait, seriously?”

“Yeah.”

“But how?” Chris asked.

“Actually, they were the ones who suggested it.”

Zack’s jaw dropped. “Hold on. They suggested it?”

“I was seeing Shannon first, then Michelle joined later. We talked about it, all three of us. Everyone’s on the same page.”

Chris shook his head slowly. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”

“How’s it working out?” Sam asked.

“So far it’s awesome,” I said. “I’m not going to lie. It’s amazing.”

Chris laughed and looked back toward the crowd where Shannon and Michelle had disappeared into separate conversations. “Maybe I’m leaving this city too soon.”

Zack suddenly dropped to one knee and pressed his palms together in front of his chest. He tilted his head back and looked up at me like a man worshiping at an altar. “Teach me your ways.”

The rest of us burst out laughing.

Zack stood back up. “I’m serious, bro. How did you make this happen?”

“It just kind of fell into place,” I said. “It helped that I was totally honest about wanting both of them and not trying to do it all behind their backs.”

“That’s not helpful,” Zack said.

Sam took another drink and shook his head. “There’s no way Hannah would ever go for something like that.”

“I don’t think most people would,” Chris said. “But clearly some do.”

“I’m just saying I’m impressed,” Zack said. He raised his beer toward me. “This is legendary.”

I clinked my bottle against his. “Thanks.”

Sam looked past me toward the bar where Shannon stood talking to a woman she’d just met. Then he turned and found Michelle across the room near one of the timber tables. She laughed at something someone said and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“They seem cool about it,” Sam said. “Like it’s not weird for them at all.”

Chris nodded. “I respect that. If everyone’s happy, then who cares?”

“Exactly,” I said.

Zack tilted his head. “Do they hang out without you?”

“Yeah, sometimes. They’ve become friends.”

“That’s insane,” Zack said. “In a good way.”

“Nate, you’re living in a different reality than the rest of us,” Sam said.

“Maybe,” I said.

“Definitely,” Chris corrected.
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I moved toward the bar to order the next round. The crowd pressed thick near the counter and I found an open space near the end. I glanced down the length of the zinc top and saw her standing three steps away.

She had long black hair, straight and smooth. She was Asian, petite, maybe five-three. Her dark green dress was cut close and tight across a narrow waist and curved out at the hips more than her size let on. She had more figure than a woman that small had any right to. Her features were fine, her eyes dark, and when they found mine I looked right back. She held the look a second longer than she needed to, then let the corner of her mouth lift, not quite a smile, and turned back to the bar.

I focused on the bartender working down the line and tried to flag him down.

“You’ve ruined my night.”

It took me a second to realize the words were aimed at me. I turned back toward the woman. She was looking right at me.

“That’s one way to say hello,” I said.

“You’re the guy who showed up with a woman on each arm.”

“I didn’t think people were paying that much attention.”

“Come on. You can’t make an entrance like that and expect people to not notice. Or talk.”

“Okay, fine. But how does that ruin your night?”

“Because my friends have been talking about it since you got here.”

“Sounds like your friends like to gossip.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Not talking about you. Don’t get a big head. Talking, more like debating, about the pros and cons of dating the same man.”

“What can I say? If I can get the conversation started, then I feel like I’ve done my job.”

“Again with the big head.” Her eyes moved over me, unhurried, taking their time on the way back up. “I guess I can’t blame you, when you stroll into the place with two women like that. If I were you, I’d probably be the same way.”

“I still don’t quite understand how I’ve ruined your night.”

“Because that’s all we’ve talked about since you walked in. This was supposed to be a girls night out, a catch up, since we haven’t seen each other in forever. But now we’ve spent the whole time talking about men and relationships. It’s supposed to be the one topic we try to avoid when we all get together.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Now you’ve got me starting to feel a little bad. I won’t apologize yet, though. What have you all figured out?”

“About what?”

“About the pros and cons of dating the same man. I’d like to hear your conclusions.”

“That they would never do it.”

“What about you?”

“Of course, I feel the same way.”

“Why?”

She paused and her eyes held mine. “Because in this city, it seems like no matter who you date, you eventually find out you’ve been sharing them with another woman for most of the relationship. It doesn’t feel too good.”

“That makes sense. Shannon and Michelle told me the same thing. That’s why we’re totally honest and upfront with each other. They know everything. No lying involved.”

“It can’t be that simple.”

“Maybe it is.”

“Meh. Still, my friends said they would never go for it.”

“What about you?”

“Again, I agree.”

I watched her face. Something in the way she said it didn’t match the certainty in her words. “Okay. It’s just that that’s twice now you’ve said what your friends think, making me ask about you, kind of implying that you think differently from your friends.”

A smile broke across her face. “You’re trying to trap me.”

“I don’t have to try very hard. You’re stepping into it on your own.”

“Trying to ruin my night even more.”

The bartender stopped in front of us. I ordered three drinks and Julie a glass of white wine. He nodded before moving down the bar.

“If you need a break from your friends,” I said, “let me know, and I can introduce you to Shannon and Michelle. They’re very nice. They can talk to you about something else.”

“Well, I have to admit, I’ve been watching them work this room like a couple of pros.” She glanced out to find them in the crowd, then came back to me. “They’re floating from group to group, meeting everyone.”

“They both need to be good at networking for their jobs.”

“What do they do?”

“Shannon owns her own PR firm and Michelle is a literary agent.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh. Not only are they beautiful, but they’re professional and intelligent.”

“Obviously. Those are the only kind of women I go for. My name’s Nate by the way.”

“I’m Julie Lee. What do you do, Nate?”

“Right now, I’m trying to land my first deal as a commercial real estate broker. I’m hoping to have that in the bag soon.”

“I can see honesty is your thing.”

“Why?”

“Most guys I would’ve met would try to tell me they were already established in commercial real estate. Then I’d figure it out later they make no money.”

“Ah, I see. Yeah, well, I haven’t closed my first deal yet, but I will soon.”

“That’s the right attitude.”

“What do you do, Julie?”

“I’m an architect.”

“Just starting out, or you’re established?”

She grinned. “I’m established, Nate, thank you for checking.”

“Just want to make sure. Most women I meet try to tell me they’re⁠—”

“Okay, enough.”

We both laughed.

The bartender came back and set the drinks in front of me, then gave Julie her white wine.

“It was nice chatting with you, Julie.” I gathered the glasses up. “Sorry again for ruining your night, even if I think that was a bit hyperbolic.”

“Don’t worry, it was hyperbolic.”

“But still a memorable way to start a conversation.”
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I carried the drinks back through the crowd and found Shannon near one of the timber tables. She stood with a group of women, mid-conversation, her hand moving as she made a point. Michelle was a few steps away, leaned slightly against the table’s edge while she listened to a guy in a flannel shirt explain something.

Shannon excused herself from the group and stepped toward me. Michelle noticed and turned away from flannel guy to join us.

I handed them their drinks. Shannon took hers and tilted her head.

“So,” she said. “Who was that?”

“Who was who?”

“The woman at the bar,” Michelle said. “The one you were talking to for a while.”

“Her name’s Julie. She came over and said I ruined her night.”

Shannon laughed. “Damn it, Nate, the night-ruiner. How did you manage to do that?”

“She said her friends spent the whole night talking about me and us instead of catching up like they’d planned.”

Michelle took a sip of her drink. “And you just had to make it worse.”

“She started the conversation.”

“I’m sure she did,” Shannon said. Her eyes sparkled. “She’s gorgeous.”

“Are you trying to add a third to the mix tonight?” Michelle asked. “Because that seems ambitious even for you.”

“I’m not trying to do anything.”

“You were over there for a while, Nate,” Michelle said. “Long enough for us both to notice.”

“We were talking about how she and her friends were debating whether they’d ever share a man,” I said. “She said none of them would.”

“But she kept talking to you anyway.”

“She was curious. I think she wanted to understand how it works.”

Shannon grinned and looked at Michelle. “Two women already made him popular at one party. Now he wants more.”

“I don’t want anything. I went to get drinks and she happened to be standing there.”

“Sure,” Michelle said. “Just happened to be standing there.”

“And just happened to start a conversation about sharing men,” Shannon added.

“You two are reading way too much into this.”

Shannon reached out and put her hand on my arm. “We’re just teasing you.”

“I know.”

“But seriously,” Michelle said. “If you want to talk to her more, go ahead. We’re not worried.”

“I’m good right here.”

“Oh come on.”

“I mean it.”

“We know,” Michelle said. She took another sip of her drink and looked out toward the bar. “She’s still looking over here, by the way.”

I turned my head slightly. Julie had rejoined her group of friends at their high-top table. Her eyes met mine for a second before she looked away.

“See?” Michelle said. “Definitely interested.”

“You’re both crazy.”

Shannon laughed. “We’re having fun. Don’t take it so seriously.”
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Later that night, the train rumbled through the tunnel, carrying us back toward home. I sat between Shannon and Michelle in the same configuration as earlier. The crowd had thinned as people filtered off to different corners of the city, and we rode in the comfortable silence that came after a long night.

Shannon pulled out her phone and unlocked it. “I’m going to find her in Instagram.”

“Who?” Michelle asked.

“Julie. The one from the bar.”

I kept my eyes forward and said nothing.

“What’s her last name, Nate?” Shannon asked.

I hesitated a moment before saying it. “Lee.”

Shannon scrolled, her thumb moving fast. Then she stopped and tilted the screen toward Michelle. “Is this her?”

Michelle squinted at the phone. “Yeah, that’s her. That’s the green dress she had on. That picture’s from tonight.”

“Let’s check out this profile.” Shannon tapped through and Michelle leaned closer.

“Julie Lee,” Shannon said. “Architect. Lives in Long Island City.”

“That’s close,” Michelle said.

“She’s single,” Shannon said.

“How do you know?”

“No couple photos. No tagged posts with a guy that look like anything more than friends. And the bio’s just her job and her location. No mention of anyone else.”

“That doesn’t always mean single.”

“True, but combined with the rest of it, I’d say she’s available.”

“She posts a lot about architecture,” Michelle said.

“She travels, too,” Shannon said. “Japan, Italy, France.” She tapped something and held the phone up. “And look at this caption. She’s funny.”

Michelle read it and laughed. “You’re right. Very witty.”

“I like her,” Shannon said. She looked at Michelle. “What do you think?”

“I think I like her too.”

“Should we follow her?”

“I’m kind of tempted to. But would that be too forward?”

“You’re right. We’ll wait.” Shannon put her phone away and looked at me. “You’ve been quiet.”

“I have nothing to add.”

Shannon grinned and leaned her head against my shoulder. “You should’ve gotten her number.”

“I didn’t need to get her number.”

“Why not?”

“Because I wasn’t trying to pick her up.”

“Right,” Michelle said. She rested her hand on my leg. “It was just a conversation.” She smirked.


Chapter Seventeen




The three of us headed to Michelle’s place without saying much. We’d spent the whole night being looked at, and I’d spent the whole night not minding, and somewhere between the platform and her building all that not-minding had turned into something with a hard edge on it. By the time Michelle got her key into the lock I had my hand on the back of her neck.

“Someone’s wound up,” Shannon said behind me.

“Half that bar was trying to figure out what we were to each other,” I said. “Yeah, that wound me up.”

Inside, Michelle dropped her keys on the counter and turned into me, and I kissed her hard while Shannon pressed against my back and ran her hands around my chest. I broke off long enough to pull my shirt over my head, and I got my belt open and my jeans and everything under them off. The two of them stood there and watched me strip while they stayed exactly as they were, Shannon in her little black dress and Michelle in her light blue that made her dark hair stand out. They started to reach for their zippers.

“No, not yet,” I said.

They paused and gave me a questioning look.

“Keep them on for now.”

Those dresses had caused an entire room to turn their heads. I wanted to enjoy them a little while longer.

“On your knees,” I said. “Both of you.”

They both gave me a wide-eyed look.

“Oh okay,” Michelle said. “A new boss tonight.”

They went down together, there on the floor by the counter.

Michelle wrapped her hand around me and Shannon leaned in beside her, and then both of their mouths were on me at once. Michelle ran her tongue up the underside while Shannon took the head between her lips, and they traded, back and forth, and I stood over the two of them and threaded a hand into their hair and watched them work. Shannon’s curls had come half loose over the course of the night. Michelle’s pins had started to give.

“Every guy at that party wishes he was standing where I am right now,” I said.

Shannon moaned around me. Michelle pulled off just enough to look up the length of my body, my cock resting against her lips.

“They all watched you leave with me,” I said. “Both of you, on my arms, walking out that door. They all know exactly what you are to me now.”

“What are we?” Michelle said, her voice gone soft.

“Mine.”

She smiled and took me deep, all the way, and Shannon cupped me in her hand and worked what Michelle couldn’t reach, and I held the both of them there and let the word settle over the room.

I pulled them up off the floor by their arms and walked them into the bedroom. I lay back across Michelle’s bed and looked at the two of them standing over me.

“Shannon, ride me,” I said. “Michelle, sit on my face.”

They climbed on from opposite ends, one at my hips and one at my head, both still in their dresses. Shannon gathered the black dress up around her waist, and I found her bare underneath. She took me in her hand and sank down onto my cock with a long, low sound. Michelle bunched her blue one up too, just as bare underneath, swung a knee over my head, and lowered herself onto my mouth.

Neither of them had worn anything under their dresses all night.

Then I had both of them at once, Shannon riding me and Michelle grinding down against my tongue, and the weight and the heat of the two of them nearly shorted out whatever was left of my control.

I couldn’t talk with Michelle riding my face, so Shannon spoke for both of them, and her hips rolled down on every word.

“We’re yours,” she breathed. “You know that. The whole room knew it. God, everyone knew.”

I gripped Michelle’s thighs and pulled her down harder against my mouth, and I worked her with my tongue until I felt her start to shake. She came like that on my face. Her whole body pulled tight and a broken sound tore out of her, and Shannon kept riding me through all of it. When Michelle finally lifted off she looked back down at me, wrecked and pliant, all the cool gone out of her.

“Show us,” she said, barely getting it out. “Show us we’re yours. However you want to.”

Shannon stilled on top of me and looked down, and her eyes said the same thing.

I lifted Shannon off me and put both of them on the bed on their hands and knees, side by side, facing the headboard. Shannon flipped the black dress up over her hips. Michelle dragged the blue one up the same way. The two of them knelt there beside each other with their dresses shoved up and their backs arched, waiting, and I knelt on the mattress behind them and admired the view.

I took Shannon first. I gripped her hip and pushed into her in one stroke, and she dropped to her forearms and pushed back to meet me. I gave her a dozen hard, deep strokes until her arms started to shake, then I pulled out and moved behind Michelle and pushed into her the same way, and she cried out into the sheet. I worked her until she was close, then left her there and went back to Shannon.

“You feel how easy this is,” I said. “Both of you lined up for me. I don’t even have to choose. I just take whoever I want.”

“Yes,” Shannon breathed.

“Take it,” Michelle said into the mattress. “Take whatever you want.”

I fucked one and then the other, back and forth, and every time I pulled out of one she stayed exactly where I’d left her, hips up, waiting for me to come back. Then I pulled out of Michelle, climbed off the bed, and came around to the front of them.

I fed myself into Shannon’s mouth, slick from both of them, and she took me without a word and let me hold her head and work her mouth for a few strokes. Then I shifted over in front of Michelle and did the same, and she opened for me and took me deep. Then I went back around behind them and started the whole thing over.

I moved around the two of them in a slow circle. Shannon from behind, then Michelle from behind, then around to Shannon’s mouth, then Michelle’s, and back to the start. One and then the next, around and around, and neither of them broke the row. They stayed on their hands and knees, side by side, and took me in whatever order I came to them, and with every loop the two of them slid further past anything cool or composed.

“Say it,” I said, buried in Michelle from behind.

“We’re yours,” she said.

“Louder. I want to hear it.”

“We’re yours!”

I looped around to Shannon’s mouth. “You too.”

“Yours,” she said against me, and took me back in.

I made another circuit, and another, until the heat sat right at the edge and I had to slow down to hold it off. When I came around to their mouths the last time, Shannon pulled back and looked up, and even wrecked as she was, the old spark came back into her eyes.

“Actually, I don’t know,” she said. “I’m still not totally sure we’re yours.” She had a mischievous look in her eyes.

Michelle caught it right away and lifted her head too. “Me neither,” she said. “You might have to make it really clear.”

I looked down at the two of them, dresses still shoved up around their waists, mouths slick, and even now they looked up at me with that dare in their eyes.

“Up,” I said. “On your knees.”

They came up onto their knees at the edge of the bed, side by side, facing me. I stood in front of them and took myself in my hand. Both of them tipped their faces up and opened their mouths and waited, and I stroked myself hard and fast with the two of them right there under me.

“Mine,” I said. “Both of you. One more time.”

“Yours,” they said together.

That was all it took.

I came with a groan and moved from one to the other, into Shannon’s mouth and then Michelle’s, and I stroked myself through every pulse and gave them each their share until I had nothing left. They took all of it, and swallowed, and looked up at me, and only then did the last of the tension bleed out of my shoulders.

I sat down heavy on the edge of the bed. Michelle laughed under her breath and rested her head against my thigh. Shannon leaned into my other side, her curls a ruin.

“Okay,” Shannon said. “Point made. We’re yours.”


Chapter Eighteen




Ipassed the same bakery every morning on my way to the office as I took the same route from the subway to Eighteenth Avenue, and I’d never once stopped to look at what they sold. The window displayed pastries arranged on white paper doilies, the glass clean enough to see through but smudged at the corners where hands pressed against it. A handwritten sign advertised cannoli, biscotti, and sfogliatelle.

Sfogliatelle.

The word pulled me to a stop.

I stood on the sidewalk and stared at the pastries stacked in neat rows behind the glass. They were shell-shaped, ridged like an accordion, golden brown and dusted with powdered sugar. I’d heard Carmine say the word during our conversations, but I didn’t know anything about it and I’d never tried one.

I pulled open the door and stepped inside. The shop smelled like sugar and butter. An older woman stood behind the counter, her hair pulled back tight, an apron tied around her waist. She looked at me and waited.

“Two sfogliatelle, please,” I said.

She nodded and turned to the display case, lifting two pastries with a sheet of wax paper and settling them into a small white box. She taped it shut and set it on the counter.

“Six dollars,” she said.

I handed her a ten and she gave me the change, a dollar of which I dropped in a nearby jar. She thanked me and I walked back out to the street.

I opened the box as I walked. The pastry felt light in my hand, the layers crisp under my fingers. I bit into it and the shell cracked, flakes falling onto my shirt and the sidewalk. The inside tasted sweet and creamy, the ricotta smooth against my tongue.

It was pretty good. Since it was my first one ever, I didn’t know if it was supposed to taste exactly like this, but it was good enough that I finished it before I reached the office.

Rosa sat at her desk near the front, a stack of files beside her keyboard. She glanced up when I walked in.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning.”

Jerry stood by the coffee maker, his back to me. He poured himself a cup and stirred in cream without turning around. Sal’s office door sat half-open in the back, the blinds tilted to let in the morning light.

I set the pastry box on my desk. I pulled out my phone and checked the time, just past eight-thirty. Carmine would be back from his coffee run any minute. I’d figured out that he kept to the same schedule every morning to get his coffee and newspaper, the same route, down his stairs and around the corner and back again.

I grabbed the pastry box and stood. Rosa looked over.

“I’ll be right back,” I said.

She nodded and returned to her screen.

I walked to the back of the office and pushed through the rear door that led to the alley. I crossed the narrow alley toward the building opposite ours, the three-story structure with the boarded-up storefront on the ground floor.

I stood near the residential door beside the shopfront and waited. A few minutes later, Carmine appeared, a paper cup in one hand and a newspaper folded under his other arm. He wore a cardigan over a collared shirt and wool trousers. His white hair was combed straight back, and his face carried the same flat, guarded expression.

He saw me and stopped. His eyes narrowed.

“Mr. Rizzo,” I said.

“Oh. It’s you again.”

He was still suspicious. I understood.

I held up the pastry box. “I bought a sfogliatella this morning. First time I’ve ever had one. I was wondering if you could tell me if it’s any good. I’m pretty far from being an expert.”

He shifted his weight and adjusted his grip on the coffee cup. His mouth tightened, not quite a frown but close. Then he stepped forward and set the newspaper and coffee on the stoop beside the door. He took the box from my hand.

He opened it carefully, then he lifted the pastry out and held it up to the light, turning it over. He examined the ridges, the color, the way the layers folded over each other.

He took a bite.

He chewed slowly, his eyes focused somewhere past me. Then he pulled the pastry apart with both hands, breaking it open to expose the filling. He looked at the ricotta, studied the texture, and took another bite.

“Dough’s wrong,” he said. His voice was flat, matter-of-fact, the way a coroner might describe an autopsy. “Too thick. Didn’t laminate it right. And the ricotta’s cut with cream. You can taste it. Cheaper that way.”

He took another bite, then another. He finished half the pastry and looked at what remained in his hand. He ate that too.

When he was done, he folded the wax paper back into the box and closed it. He handed the empty box back to me.

“Thanks for letting me know,” I said.

He picked up his coffee and newspaper from the stoop. He didn’t say anything else. He just unlocked his door and stepped inside, closing it behind him without looking back.

I stood there for a moment, the empty pastry box in my hand. Then I turned and crossed the alley back to the office.

I tossed the box in the trash near my desk and sat down. Jerry had taken his coffee to his desk by the window and started working the phone.

I pulled my chair up to the desk and opened my laptop. The morning stretched out ahead of me, the same rhythm as every other day, with calls to make, listings to check, and tours to coordinate.

But for the first time in weeks, I felt like I’d made a dent. Carmine hadn’t shown that with his demeanor at all, but somehow, I had a good feeling…


Chapter Nineteen




The restaurant sat tucked off a quiet block, the kind of place that didn’t need a sign out front because the people who knew about it already knew. Shannon had suggested it a few days earlier, a casual Italian spot with red vinyl booths and checkered tablecloths.

I got there first and grabbed the booth near the back. The waiter brought water and I checked my phone while I waited. Shannon and Michelle arrived together five minutes later, both of them smiling as they slid into the booth across from me.

“Sorry we’re late,” Shannon said. She pulled off her jacket and draped it over the seat. “The train took forever.”

“You’re not late, I was early,” I said.

The waiter came back and we ordered drinks, a beer for me and wine for both of them. He left and Shannon leaned forward, her elbows on the table.

“So,” she said. “We have a confession.”

I looked at her, then at Michelle. “Okay.”

“We followed Julie Lee on Instagram.”

I blinked. “When?”

“A few days ago,” Michelle said.

“And we’ve been messaging her,” Shannon added.

I leaned back in the booth and studied them. “That seems bold. Following some random woman and then messaging her.”

Shannon shook her head. “It’s not bold for us. It’s different when women do it. If a guy follows a woman out of nowhere and slides into her DMs, it feels creepy. But when a woman does it to another woman, it’s just friendly. She remembered us from Brandt Hall.”

“She responded?”

“Yeah” Michelle said. “We’ve been chatting back and forth for a couple of days now.”

The waiter returned with our drinks and set them down. We ordered food and he left again. I picked up my beer and took a sip.

“Why are you so interested in her?” I asked.

Shannon looked at Michelle, then back at me. “It’s always good to meet new friends, especially in this city. When you get a good vibe about someone, it’s important to lock them in as a friend. You never know who’s going to stick around.”

Michelle nodded. “That’s pretty much what happened when Shannon and I met. We clicked right away and made sure to stay in touch. Now look at us.”

A lot more than friendship had happened when Shannon and Michelle became friends.

A thought flickered for a second. The two of them had followed Julie, messaged her, and started getting to know her. They’d both called her gorgeous at the party…

I pushed the images out of my head just as fast as they’d come.

There was no way.

I was already way luckier than I had any right to be. Shannon and Michelle were more than I ever expected, more than I ever thought I deserved. The idea that they might be trying to set something up with Julie was absurd. Even if that was what they wanted, there was no way I had time for a third woman in my life right now. Between the bar shifts, the broker work, the studying, and the time I spent with Shannon and Michelle, my schedule was already stretched thin.

I took another sip of my beer and set it down. “Well, I’m glad you guys are making friends.”

Shannon smiled. “She’s really interesting. We’ve been talking about her job. She does a lot of commercial work.”

“That could be useful for you, Nate,” Michelle said. “If you ever need an architect for a client.”

“I guess.”

The food arrived and we ate while Shannon and Michelle talked about their week. Shannon had landed a new client for her firm, a tech startup that needed help with a product launch. Michelle had signed a memoir from a journalist who covered war zones.

They asked about my progress with Carmine and I told them about the sfogliatella.

Shannon laughed. “You brought him a pastry?”

“I wanted to know if it was good.”

“And he told you it wasn’t?”

“He told me it was all wrong, then he ate the whole thing.”

We finished dinner and split the check. The waiter cleared the plates and brought the receipt.

“By the way, Julie invited us to a gallery opening next weekend,” Shannon said. “A photographer she used to work with is showing his stuff in Long Island City.”

I looked up. “Oh.”

“She said we could bring you if you wanted to come.”

“She specifically said that?”

Michelle nodded. “She said you seemed nice and that it would be good to see you again.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“No pressure,” Shannon said. “We just thought it might be fun.”

“Yeah. I’ll let you know.”

Going out to social stuff was good, but I had to be careful about taking on too much with my busy schedule. I couldn’t afford to lose focus on my goals.

But still… Julie had apparently told Shannon and Michelle that it would be nice to see me again. I hadn’t expected that.

Again, I stifled the thoughts rising in my head before they got too out of control.


Chapter Twenty




During a slow afternoon at the office, I used my phone to look up a bakery named Pan Pan. Sam had mentioned it the night before at work, a little place in Bay Ridge where he’d picked up a tray of cookies for someone’s birthday. He said the pastries had looked good.

I went. The shop sat two blocks off the water. The window display was smaller than the one in Bensonhurst, but the sfogliatelle looked right, the same golden ridges and dusted sugar. I bought two and carried them back on the train.

Back at the office, I set the box on my desk. Across the room, Jerry hung up his phone and stood.

“Just locked it in,” he said, to no one and to all of us. He had his hands in his pockets, shoulders back, that easy smile on his face. “Wine bar, corner space off Fifth in Park Slope. Landlord’s happy, tenant’s happy. Everybody wins.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

“Thanks. You’ll get there, kid. Just keep grinding.” He walked to the coffee maker like he was taking a victory lap.

Danny rolled his chair back from his desk two over from mine and lowered his voice. “That’s his third this quarter. He’ll be dining out on it till Christmas.” His eyes dropped to the box on my desk. “You’re buying pastries now? I’ve been living off vending machine pretzels for a week.”

“They’re not for me.”

“Somehow that’s worse.” He rolled back to his own desk, picked up the phone, and dialed a number off his legal pad, already warming up the too-bright voice he used on landlords who didn’t want to talk to him.

Rosa came past my desk with a stack of files. She stopped and looked at me.

“Don’t let Jerry get to you,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“Good.” She kept walking.

I picked up the pastry box and stood.

I went to Carmine’s residential door beside the boarded shopfront and found the buzzer, a single black button set in a brass plate worn smooth. I pressed it and waited.

I was about to press it again when a window scraped open on the second floor above me. Carmine leaned out, his reading glasses pushed up onto his forehead.

He looked down at me.

“I brought you something.” I held up the box so he could see it. “Found a different place. In Bay Ridge.”

He stared down at me for a long moment, like he was deciding whether it was worth the stairs. Then the window scraped shut.

A minute later the bolt turned and the door opened. Carmine stood in the frame with one hand still on the latch.

“You don’t quit,” he said.

“I’m annoying like that.”

He held out his hand and I gave him the box. He opened it right there in the doorway, lifted one out, and examined it the way he had the first time, turning it over, checking the ridges and the color. Then he took a bite.

He chewed slowly, his eyes somewhere past my shoulder. He swallowed, pulled the pastry apart with both hands, and studied the filling.

“Better,” he said. His voice stayed flat, but the edge was gone. “Dough’s laminated right this time. You can see the layers. They crisped it proper.”

“But?”

“But the ricotta’s weak. Not enough citrus. Whoever made it skimped on the zest, or skipped it altogether.” He took another bite and finished the pastry in the doorway. “You taste the orange before you taste the cheese. That’s how you know it’s right. This one, you taste the sugar and not much else.”

He folded the wax paper over the second pastry, closed the box, and handed it back to me.

“Closer,” he said.

“I’ll find a better one.”

“Maybe.” He stepped back and started to swing the door shut. Then he stopped, the gap narrowed to a few inches. “Bay Ridge. What was the name of the place?”

“Pan Pan.”

He grunted, like he was filing it away, and closed the door.
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The FaceTime came in while I sat on the floor of the apartment with my laptop open and the canvass map on the screen. Dustin and Trey had gone out somewhere, for once leaving the place quiet enough to work. I was mentally counting down the days until I could move into Sam’s place—while also dreading the inevitable conversation with Dustin and Trey where I told them I was leaving.

I answered and propped the phone against a warm case of beer on the coffee table.

Shannon’s face filled the screen first, then Michelle’s dropped into the second window.

“What’s up?” Shannon asked.

“Working.”

“Figured. You’re coming Saturday, right?”

I ran through my calendar and came up with nothing. “Coming to what?”

“Julie’s gallery thing,” Michelle said. “The opening. We told you the other day at dinner that she invited us.”

It came back to me then.

“Right, I remember,” I said.

“So you’re coming.” Shannon made it a statement instead of a question.

I almost gave them the usual list, the shift at Linden, the work at Sal’s, the sleep I owed myself. Then I let it go. The two of them wanted this, and they had gone with me to Chris’s party without a second thought, so I could give them the gallery.

“Yeah, I’m in,” I said.

“Good,” Michelle said. “Wear the blazer.”


Chapter Twenty-One




The gallery sat on a block in Long Island City, one of those raw industrial spaces nobody had bothered to pretty up. The floors were bare concrete, the ductwork ran exposed overhead, and the walls were painted white only halfway up so the brick showed underneath. Large-format black-and-white prints hung along them, photographs of buildings stripped to their bones: brutalist stairwells, industrial facades, the guts of structures most people walked past without seeing. Wine came in plastic cups off a folding table by the door, and the crowd murmured in that low, careful way people talk when they’re trying to sound like they know something.

According to what Julie had told Shannon and Michelle, the photographer showing the work was an old collaborator of hers, someone she’d worked a project with years back.

Shannon, Michelle, and I got there just after seven in the evening. Michelle had on a close black dress, Shannon a deep green wrap, and I wore my dark jeans, a button-down, and my blazer.

The three of us hung near the door a minute and took the room in. It was already half full, the murmur of conversation climbing off the bare concrete.

“What do you two know about art?” I asked.

“It’s mostly money laundering,” Shannon said.

Michelle and I both turned to her. Her expression was completely serious.

“What?” she asked.

“Money laundering?” Michelle asked.

“You don’t know about this?”

Michelle and I exchanged a glance, both of us still confused.

“Some modern artist spews some paint on a canvas and it looks more like a spill than something they did on purpose. Then an art appraiser says it’s worth millions of dollars. The elites can then buy and sell these paintings a lot easier than they can move their cash. The appraiser is of course in on it.”

As she went on, I realized where she’d gotten all this. “You saw this on one of your Instagram reels, didn’t you?”

“The reels are one of the last places we can learn the truth,” she said flatly.

“First of all, this looks like photography, not paintings,” Michelle said, looking around. “Second of all, maybe we shouldn’t accuse Julie’s friend of money laundering tonight.”

“I’m not saying Julie’s friend is doing that, I’m just saying… it’s done by others.”

“So neither of you know how to talk about art,” I said.

“I’ve been to a few of these things,” Michelle said. “Here’s my advice. Keep your observations vague. Others can then interpret what you’re saying however they want.”

“Or,” I said, pointing to the open bar. “I can stand over there and get lit on free wine.”

“It’s a bad look to start at the bar,” Michelle said. She then steered us off the wall and into the crowd.

I looked like I belonged, but I didn’t.

At Brandt Hall I’d walked in with a woman on each arm and owned the room. Here I was the one out of place. This was Julie’s world, her crowd, her vocabulary, and I was a guest in it. The people around me talked in a language I only half followed, dropping names of architects I’d never heard of and design movements I’d never studied. They pointed at the prints and said things like composition and tonality and negative space, and I nodded along like the words meant something to me.

I was a bartender and a rookie broker standing in a room full of people who did this for a living, and it showed. But I’d heard Caleb say something on the Bro Flex podcast a few weeks back. He said it’s not necessarily a bad thing to be in uncomfortable social situations. It’s like working a muscle. The more you work it, the stronger it gets, then before long, there’s no such thing as an uncomfortable social situation for you.

A few of Julie’s friends clocked us as we moved through the room, and I caught the tail ends of comments I wasn’t meant to hear. Julie knew about Shannon and Michelle and me. Her friends were finding out in real time. At Chris’s party I could read a room like that and work it. Here the signals came in a language I didn’t speak yet, so I kept quiet.

At that point, I went to the bar and got my first plastic cup of red wine.

As Shannon, Michelle, and I waded in and out of groups, we’d eventually drifted to the back of the large room. I spotted Julie before she saw us, in a plain black dress with her hair down, locked into small talk with someone. Then she caught sight of us and came straight over.

“You made it,” she said.

“Of course,” Shannon said. She stepped in and hugged her, and Michelle did the same.

Julie looked at me. “And you actually came. I wasn’t sure you would.”

“Why not?”

“You seem like the type who gets invited to things and then finds a reason not to go.”

I grinned. “That’s pretty accurate. Sometimes.”

She smiled back and tipped her head toward the wall behind her. “Come on. Let me show you something.”

She walked us to one of the bigger prints, a concrete stairwell shot from below. The lines of it ran up and converged toward the top of the frame, the light cutting across the steps at a hard angle. She stopped in front of it and tilted her head.

“This one’s my favorite,” she said.

“Why?” Michelle asked, genuinely curious.

“Because of how he framed it. Most people would shoot this straight on, try to catch the geometry so it feels balanced. He shot it from the bottom looking up, so you feel the weight of it. You’re not looking at a stairwell, but actually standing in it.” She pointed to the top corner where the light broke across the concrete. “And that, the way the light hits there, he waited for it. The right time of day, the right angle. It’s not about the building. It’s about what the building does to you when you’re inside it.”

She kept going, the angle, the composition, the choices the guy had made. Her voice picked up when she talked about the work. The careful, measured tone I’d gotten from her at the bar was gone. She talked faster, her hands moved, her whole face opened.

As usual, Shannon and Michelle eventually peeled off and worked their way through the room, stopping with Julie’s friends, ending up with the photographer by the wine table. I’d watched them do this at Chris’s party, collecting people, networking.

Julie and I drifted toward the far corner and stopped in front of another print, an old industrial warehouse in hard black and white, the brick cracked and weathered, the windows boarded over.

“This one reminds me of my dad,” she said.

“Your dad?”

She nodded, her eyes on the photograph. “He did construction when we first came here from Korea. Mostly demolition, tearing down buildings like this one so somebody could put up something new. He hated it. He’d come home covered in dust and tell my mom he was erasing history for people who didn’t care about it.” She paused, and her voice came down a notch. “But he did it anyway, because that’s what you do when you’ve got a family and bills. He worked those jobs until he’d saved enough to start his own contracting business. Took him fifteen years.”

“That’s a long time.”

“And he made sure I knew what it cost him.” She looked at me. “That’s why I do what I do. I don’t want to spend my life making buildings somebody tears down in twenty years.”

I’d spent enough time reading people across a bar to know the look that comes right after, when someone hears their own honesty out loud and wishes they could reel it back in.

“I know someone like your dad,” I said. “He ended up on the other side of it, though.”

Julie turned from the photograph. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a bakery near my office. It’s been closed for two years. The man who ran it still lives upstairs, and he won’t sell it, won’t rent it, won’t let anybody near it. Everyone in my office thinks he’s just stubborn.” I nodded at the boarded windows in the print. “But for him, it isn’t about money. His father’s name is on that glass, and he’d rather keep the place dark forever than watch someone erase it.”

Julie studied me for a long moment. Probably reappraising what she thought she knew about the bartender who was dating two women.

“That’s exactly it,” she said, softer now. “That’s the whole thing.”

Then a man came across the room toward us. He was older, late forties or early fifties, gray hair combed back, wearing a suit that had cost real money. He moved like someone who’d been in a hundred rooms like this one.

“Julie,” he said.

She turned, and the openness in her face pulled back a little. “Hi David.”

“I didn’t know you’d be here.” He smiled at her, easy and familiar, then looked at me. “Sorry, I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Nate.” I put out my hand.

He shook it, firm. “David Wright. I work with Julie now and then. Architecture consulting.”

“Now and then,” Julie said, and crossed her arms. “We did one project together four years ago.”

“And we made a great team.” He grinned at her, then back at me. “You in the field?”

“No. Commercial real estate. Retail leasing.”

“Ah. Different side of the same world.”

“Sort of.”

He turned back to Julie, and they started in on the photographer, somebody they both knew from grad school. I followed as best I could. He spoke her language, the same names, the same inside jokes, the shorthand two people build after years in the same rooms.

Something moved in my chest, low and not sharp, just a flicker. He was the kind of man I figured Julie usually ended up with. Older, established, fluent in all of this. I did the math on his age and mine, then on mine and hers, and it pressed on the thing I’d been shoving down since the restaurant.

David asked her something about one of the prints. She started to answer, and I cut in.

“Why’d he shoot in black and white instead of color?”

They both looked at me. Julie’s face changed, a flash of surprise. David raised his eyebrows.

“Good question,” Julie said. She glanced at the print. “Color would’ve been a distraction. These are about form and texture, not how pretty they are. Take the color out and you’re forced to see the structure, the way the light works on the material. It’s more honest.”

“That makes sense, I guess,” I said.

David nodded. “She’s right. Color would’ve softened it. This is rawer.”

The three of us stood there a second looking at it. Then his phone buzzed and he pulled it out.

“I’ve got to take this.” He looked at Julie. “Good to see you. We should get coffee.”

“Sure,” she said.

Julie was a guest here, not the host, but she moved through the room like she owned the lease.
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I found a spot along the far wall where I could take in the whole room, my second cup of wine warm and mostly full in my hand. Across the floor, Shannon and Michelle had Julie between them. Whatever they were saying to her, it worked. The three of them looked like they were instantly getting along.

Maybe Shannon and Michelle knew what they were doing after all when they were so quick to reach out to Julie.

I didn’t mind watching from the wall. I liked seeing them in their element.

“Quite a turnout.” David reappeared at my shoulder with a fresh cup. He nodded out at the room. “Half of them will tell you tonight changed how they see a building. Ask them the photographer’s name on the way out and watch them stall.”

“I’m not too sure what I’m looking at here, but I try to appreciate it and learn something,” I said.

“I was the exact same way once,” David said. A few seconds passed before he said, “So, how do you know Julie?”

There was an undercurrent beneath the question. It wasn’t casual curiosity. I could tell he’d been wanting to know the answer since he first saw me.

“I don’t, really,” I said. “She knows them more.” I nodded toward where the three ladies stood.

“So you came with those two stunners?” David asked.

“Yeah.”

“Man, what I wouldn’t give…”

I turned to him. His gaze was locked and he might as well have been salivating. He clearly had no idea that they hadn’t just come with me, but that we were all together.

“I’d still pick Julie, though,” David went on. “Between you and me, I’ve been working on her for years. She doesn’t give it up easy, but that’s part of the fun, you know what I mean? I’m close, though. I can feel it.”

Now I understood why he wanted to know so badly how Julie and I knew each other.

“Well, if you think you’re close, I’m sure you are,” I said flatly.

“Oh, I know. When you get to be my age, you start to develop a sort of sixth sense about these things.”

He finally tore his eyes away from the women and looked at me again. “Remember the sight of those three. Burn it into your memory, because most men think there are no more hot women when you reach your forties. I’m here to tell you that’s not true. There’s your proof right there.”

He walked away from me and approached the three women. Their energetic conversation instantly died when they saw him pull up. Shannon, Michelle, and Julie all gave him polite yet flat looks as he launched into some loud story.

What a fucking jackass, I thought.
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Shannon and Michelle found me a few minutes later.

“We should head out,” Shannon said.

Julie walked us to the door and hugged Shannon and Michelle, then stopped in front of me.

“Thanks for coming,” she said.

“Thanks for inviting me.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d fit in here.”

“I didn’t.”

She laughed. “But you stayed.”

The air was cooler after the heat of the room. We walked toward the subway, the three of us close together on the empty block. Nobody said anything until the corner.

“So,” Shannon said. “What did you think?”

“I still don’t think Julie’s friend is laundering money,” Michelle said.

“No, not about that,” Shannon said. “About Julie.”

“She’s smart,” I said.

“We know that,” Michelle said. “What else?”

Shannon’s face stayed even, but her eyes were bright. Michelle watched me with that steady look of hers that never gave anything back.

“I think you two like her,” I said.

“We do,” Shannon said. “A lot.”

“She’s very genuine,” Michelle said. “That’s the rare part.”

“I think we should definitely keep pursuing her,” Shannon said.

Pursuing?

“As a friend you mean?” I asked.

“Sure. As a friend,” Shannon said.

Michelle snickered and tried to hide it.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Afew nights later, I came through the door a little past one in the morning, the soles of my shoes sticky from whatever had leaked behind the bar at Linden. The apartment lights were on. Dustin and Trey sat on the couch in their usual formation, controllers in hand, the glow of the screen washing their faces blue.

“Hey man,” Trey said without looking away from the TV.

Dustin glanced over. “Long shift?”

“Yeah.” I shut the door. Now that all three of us were here at the same time, the time had come. “I need to tell you guys something.”

Dustin hit pause. Trey turned his head.

“What’s up?” Dustin asked.

“I’m moving out.”

The silence stretched.

“Wait, what?” Dustin said.

“I’m moving in with Sam, a guy I work with at Linden. His roommate’s moving to Chicago and there’s a bedroom open. I’m taking it.”

Dustin set his controller down on the couch cushion and turned his body toward me. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?” His voice came up a notch. “What’s wrong with here?”

I looked at the space I’d been sleeping in, at the duffel bag with my clothes spilling out of it. “I need a room. Like, an actual bedroom. This has been fine for a while, but I can’t do it forever.”

“We’ve been cool, haven’t we?” Dustin said. “We took you in, gave you a spot when you didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

“I know. And I appreciate it. But I need more space. And I need my own place to sleep and work and keep my stuff.”

“This is kind of sudden, man,” Trey said.

“It’s not. I’ve been thinking about it for a while.”

Dustin stood up. “So that’s it? You’re just bailing?”

“I’m not bailing. I’m moving into a better situation.”

“Better for you, maybe.” Dustin crossed his arms. “What about us?”

“What do you mean?”

“We need that money, dude. We’ve been counting on your four hundred a month.”

The words landed strange. “You got by fine before I moved in.”

“Yeah, well, things change.”

“What things?”

Trey shifted on the couch. “I guess we kind of, you know, adjusted our spending a little. Since we had the extra income.”

“You told me your parents send you money every month.”

“Yeah, but that covers rent and utilities and stuff.” Dustin waved a hand. “The extra four hundred gave us breathing room. We could go out more, buy better stuff, not worry about every dollar.”

“So you spent it.”

“Yeah.”

“And your parents don’t know I’m here.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You told me when I moved in that they were helping you guys out. I assumed you were using my rent to pay them back, or at least telling them you had a third person contributing.”

“We didn’t see the point,” Trey said quietly.

The math clicked, and I didn’t like where it landed. “So they’re still paying your full rent, and you’ve been pocketing my four hundred every month on top of it.”

“It’s not like that,” Dustin said.

“What’s it like, then?”

“We gave you a place to stay. That’s worth something.”

“I paid you for it. Every month, on time, four hundred dollars to sleep on a couch.”

“And now you’re leaving us hanging.” Dustin stepped closer. “Come on, man. You’ve got money coming in. You’re working two jobs. Once this real estate thing starts paying, you’ll have even more. Why can’t you help us out a little longer?”

I just stared at him. He thought I owed him something.

“Because the money I’ve made the past few months, I worked for,” I said. My voice stayed calm. “And whatever money problems you’ve got right now aren’t my problem.”

Dustin drew back. “Wow.”

“What?”

“You’ve changed, dude. You’re not the same guy who showed up here a few months ago.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m not.”

It was definitely true, but not in the way Dustin had meant it.

Trey shook his head. “This is messed up, Nate.”

“So you’re really doing this,” Dustin said.

“I already told Sam I’m in.”

“Cool. Great. Glad you’ve got it all figured out.”

The guy who’d walked in here months ago with nowhere to go would have caved. He’d have felt bad and stayed and kept paying to sleep on a couch that was never going to feel like home.

But I wasn’t him anymore, and I wasn’t going to apologize for it.
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The move happened on a Saturday morning. I didn’t own enough stuff to make it complicated. The duffel bag held most of my clothes, a backpack carried my laptop, and a plastic bin from the hardware store held everything else—toiletries, a couple of books, the paperwork from the office that I needed to hang on to.

Three loads down three flights, and it all fit on the back seat of a cab.

Dustin and Trey didn’t see me off when I left, the same way they hadn’t met me at the train station when I’d first arrived.

Sam’s place sat on a quieter block in Astoria, a fourth-floor walk-up in a brick building that looked older than mine but better kept. The hallway smelled like cleaning supplies instead of weed. Sam buzzed me up and had the door open by the time I reached the landing.

He looked at the duffel over my shoulder, the bin in my arms, the backpack hanging off it. “That’s it?”

“I’ve been sleeping on a couch. I didn’t accumulate much.”

“Welcome to civilization, then.” He held the door wider.

The apartment opened into a narrow kitchen with actual counter space and appliances that matched. Past that, a living room with two windows that let in real light, a couch that didn’t sag, a coffee table that wasn’t a folding tray. The place felt like adults lived in it.

“Your room’s this way.” Sam walked past the living room and pushed open a door on the left.

The bedroom was small, maybe ten by twelve, with a single window that looked out over the street. A full-size bed frame sat against one wall, a dresser against the other, and a small desk in the corner under the window. The walls were painted a neutral beige and the floor was actual hardwood instead of carpet.

It wasn’t fancy. But it was clean and empty and mine.

“Chris left the bed frame and the dresser and the desk,” Sam said. “Didn’t want to deal with moving them. He said you could have them if you wanted them.” He leaned against the doorframe. “You want help unpacking?”

“I’ve got it.”

“Cool. I’m gonna grab lunch. You want to come?”

“I think I’ll just get set up. But if you want to bring me something back, that’d be cool.”

“Sure man, no problem.”

I unpacked the duffel first, hung my shirts and pants in the closet, folded everything else into the dresser. The backpack went on the desk, my laptop next to it. The plastic bin held the rest, and I stacked it all in the closet and shut the door.

The whole process took twenty minutes. When I finished, the room still looked half-empty, but it looked like my half-empty room, not someone else’s couch I was borrowing.

I tested the bed. The mattress had some give to it but held firm underneath. I lay back and stretched out, my feet nowhere near the edge, and stared at the ceiling. The paint up there didn’t have water stains. The walls didn’t have scuff marks from someone else’s life.

I got up and walked back into the living room. Sam’s door was open, his room twice the size of mine with a queen bed and a TV mounted on the wall.

The kitchen had a full-size fridge and a stove with all four burners working. I opened cabinets and found plates, glasses, mugs, a set of pots and pans that looked like they’d actually been used. The sink didn’t have a pile of dishes in it. The trash can had a lid.

Sam came back an hour later with takeout and we ate at the small table in the kitchen.

Later that evening, I got a message from Shannon asking how the move went. Then another from Michelle saying she hoped the new place was better. I sent them both the same response.

“Moved in. It’s good.”

At nine o’clock that night I went into my room and shut the door. The bed looked bigger now that I’d made it with some new sheets I’d bought, a full set that matched. I climbed in and stretched out, my head on a pillow that belonged to me, and turned off the light.

The ceiling disappeared into the dark. The street noise filtered in through the window, cars passing, someone’s music a few floors down, the low hum of the city that never went away. But it felt distant, like it was happening to someone else.

I closed my eyes and let the bed hold me.

I slept straight through until morning, no couch springs digging into my back, no one stumbling in drunk and loud. I woke up to sunlight coming through the window. My body felt loose and rested in a way I’d forgotten it could.

It was how I felt waking up at Shannon’s place, or Michelle’s, in a real bed. What normal people had every night.

I got up, showered in a bathroom that didn’t have an overflowing clogged drain, and dressed for the day in dark jeans and a button-down. I checked the time. I had an hour before I needed to be at the office.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Halfway to the station, I passed a bakery called La Segunda. Now that I’d moved, there’d be a whole new set of bakeries around. The window displayed rows of pastries behind glass. A handwritten card taped to the door listed the hours. They’d just opened.

I went inside. The place was small, maybe ten feet wide, with a counter running along one side and a few shelves holding packaged goods on the other. Behind the counter, a guy in his late twenties wiped down the display case. He had dark hair under a knit cap and forearms that looked like they’d spent a lot of time working dough.

He looked up when the door shut behind me. “Hola. What can I get you?”

I scanned the case. Conchas, croissants, a few things I didn’t recognize, and in the corner, a small tray of sfogliatelle, the shells golden and layered tight.

“Two of those,” I said, pointing.

He nodded, grabbed a sheet of wax paper, and plucked two from the tray. He slid them into a paper bag and folded the top.

“You make these here?” I asked.

“Yeah. Every morning.”

“They look good.”

“Thanks.” He wiped his hands on his apron. “Are you new to the neighborhood?”

“Just moved in yesterday.”

“Welcome.”

I took the bag and walked back out into the morning. The subway was two blocks over and I headed that way, the bag warm in my hand. At the corner I stopped, opened it, and pulled out one of the pastries.

The shell shattered when I bit into it, layers of crisp dough breaking apart clean. The ricotta inside was sweet but not too sweet, smooth and rich, with a faint citrus note underneath.

It was pretty good. But of course, I was curious what Carmine would say.
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I was late. By the time I came up the block Carmine should have been back from his usual coffee and newspaper run.

But he was still out. He stood on the sidewalk, reading his newspaper, this coffee cup on a nearby window ledge.

Was he waiting for me? Had he grown accustomed to our little routine?

“Morning,” I said.

Carmine nodded and folded his paper closed.

I held out the bag from the bakery near my new place. “Got something for you.”

He took the bag and pulled out the sfogliatella with the wax paper still wrapped around the bottom half and studied it for a second. Then he bit into it.

Carmine chewed once, then stopped. His eyes moved down to the pastry, then back up to the street. This one he chewed even slower. He held the sfogliatella with both hands now, turning it a little like he could see through the layers if he looked hard enough.

“Where’d you get this?” His voice came out flat and hard, more of a demand than a question.

“A bakery near the apartment I just moved into. I can’t remember the name, but I can find out.”

“This is almost mine,” he said.

He looked up at me for the first time like I wasn’t just another broker who’d knocked on his door, like I had something he needed and didn’t know how to ask for.

“I want to meet whoever made this.”
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The next morning I was back at the bakery before my shift at Sal’s. The same guy stood behind the counter, this time arranging a fresh tray of conchas in the display case. He looked up when the door chimed.

“Back already?” he said. “You must’ve liked them.”

“I did. But that’s not why I’m here.” I walked up to the counter. “I need to talk to the owner.”

He straightened and wiped his hands on his apron. “That’s me. I’m the only one working here. I’m Jose.”

“Nate.” I held out my hand and he shook it. “I brought one of your sfogliatelle to someone yesterday, a man named Carmine Rizzo. He used to run a bakery over in Bensonhurst.”

Jose’s face changed. His mouth opened a little and he pulled his hand back slow.

“Carmine Rizzo,” he repeated.

“Yeah. You know him?”

“Of course I know who he is. He’s only one of the most legendary bakers in the city. I grew up going to his bakery. My grandmother used to take me there when I was a kid. I’d stand in that infamous Sunday line with her and watch him work behind the counter. His sfogliatelle were the best I’ve ever had. When his shop closed I was devastated. I thought he’d left town.”

I shook my head. “He’s still living here.”

“Wow. And you gave him one of mine?”

“He said it was almost his. That’s what he told me. Then he said he wanted to meet whoever made it.”

Jose turned and walked a few steps toward the back of the shop. He stopped and put his hand on the counter, his head down. Then he turned around.

“Carmine Rizzo wants to meet me?”

“That’s what he said.”

“I’ve been making my sfogliatelle like Carmine’s for years, trying to get it right, but I’ve never nailed it. I’ve been chasing it ever since.”

“He thinks you got pretty damn close.”

Jose ran both hands through his hair and pulled off his cap. He held it in one hand and looked at me like he was waiting for me to tell him I was joking.

“I can’t believe this,” he said.

“Believe it. He wants to meet you.”

“When?”

“I don’t know yet. But I’ll set it up.”

Jose put his cap back on and exhaled hard. “Okay. Yeah. I’ll meet him. Just let me know when and where.”

“I will.”

I turned to leave and Jose called after me. I looked back.

“Thank you, Nate,” he said.

“Of course.”


Chapter Twenty-Four




The food trucks lined up along the waterfront. Spring was rapidly approaching, and the air had warmed enough that people stood in t-shirts and light jackets instead of heavy coats, and the smell of grilled meat and spices drifted across the open space where picnic tables sat scattered on the pavement.

Shannon and Michelle waited at a table near the railing that overlooked the water. Shannon wore a blue sundress that showed her shoulders, her blonde hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Michelle had on dark jeans and a fitted white shirt with the long sleeves rolled up.

I walked over and they both stood to hug me. Shannon kissed my cheek and Michelle squeezed my arm before we all sat down.

“This weather is perfect,” Shannon said. “Finally.”

“It’s been a long winter,” Michelle said.

We ordered from three different trucks and brought everything back to the table. Tacos, bulgogi bowls, and some kind of spicy chicken sandwich that Shannon insisted on getting for the table to share. We ate and talked about nothing important for the first few minutes.

Then Michelle set down her fork and looked at me. “So what’s happening with Carmine?”

I told them about the bakery near Sam’s place, Carmine approving of the sfogliatelle, and wanting me to set up a meeting with the owner.

Michelle leaned back in her chair. “You’re onto something here.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It feels more like a personal side quest. I really don’t think Carmine’s going to do anything with the building. He’s been clear about that from the start.”

“Just wait and see,” Shannon said. “The personal side quests sometimes become the most important things.”

“She’s right,” Michelle said. “Follow it.”

I nodded and took another bite of my taco. The conversation should have moved on from there, but it didn’t. Michelle and Shannon exchanged a look that lasted a second too long, and Shannon’s smile turned nervous at the edges.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Shannon said.

“That wasn’t nothing.”

Michelle picked up her water bottle and took a slow drink. Shannon folded her hands on the table and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read.

“Okay,” Shannon said. “There is something.”

“I figured.”

Michelle set her glass down. “We’ve been talking…”

“About?”

Shannon glanced at Michelle, then back at me. “About Julie.”

The name hung in the air for a moment before I understood what they meant. I set my fork down.

“Oh,” I said.

“Yeah,” Michelle said.

Shannon’s cheeks flushed a little. “We’re thinking about… expanding what we do. You know, the thing where we watch each other. We thought it might be fun to watch you with Julie.”

I stared at them. My first instinct was to laugh, but the way they looked at me told me they weren’t joking.

“Did you bring this up to her?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” Shannon said quickly. “Of course not. That’s your job to seduce her.”

“I’m not sure I have the time.”

Michelle scoffed. “Any man can find time for a woman like Julie Lee.”

“I’m not even sure how to start.”

“Nonsense,” Shannon said. “Of course you do. You do it the same way you did with us. You sleep with Julie on her own first, and then later we work on bringing her in. If she wants to.”

I stared at them for another few seconds.

“Are you really okay with this?” I asked.

“Yes,” Michelle said.

Shannon nodded. “Absolutely.”

I looked at both of them. Their eyes were bright with something I recognized. They loved watching each other with me, and now they wanted to bring someone else into it.

Shannon reached across the table and put her hand over mine. “We’ve thought about it a lot. And we both agree. Julie’s perfect.”

“You said you were reaching out to her because making real friends in New York City was hard and you had to take every chance you could get.”

“That’s still true,” Michelle said. “But we think Julie could be a little more than just a friend…”

I sat there for a long moment and let the idea settle.

I remembered how I’d played this when Shannon told me she liked the idea of me being with Michelle.

Keep quiet and roll with it.

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay?” Shannon said.

“I’ll think about it.”

Michelle smiled. “That’s all we’re asking.”

We finished eating as the sun started to drop lower over the water. The conversation moved to other things, but the idea they’d planted stayed with me the rest of the evening, warm and insistent.


Chapter Twenty-Five




The notification sat in my Instagram requests folder when I checked my phone after dinner. Someone I hadn’t followed was trying to send me something.

I tapped it.

Julie Lee.

This was odd. Why would she be messaging me?

I tapped her message.

“What the hell did you say to David to get him so obsessed with you?” A laughing emoji trailed the message.

David, the guy from the gallery opening. I’d given him exactly zero thought since that day.

I typed back.

“I have no idea. I feel like I barely said anything to him.”

The reply came fast.

“Well whatever you said worked. I met him for coffee that he cornered me into, and he spent half the time talking about you. Grilling me about how we knew each other.”

“He asked me the same thing,” I sent. “I told him the truth.”

“Obviously he didn’t believe you.”

Another message came through. This one had no emoji.

“He also said you made some very inappropriate comments about my tits.”

My stomach dropped. I read the line again, and the easy tone of the whole conversation turned into something else.

I typed fast.

“I absolutely did not say anything like that.”

“Relax. I believe you. I don’t think you’d do something like that.”

I let out a breath. The relief lasted about two seconds before the anger took over. David had lied to her.

I sent, “Sounds like he’s making up a bunch of stuff. We should meet and compare notes about this.”

Her response took a minute. “Not coffee. That’s ruined for me now.”

“Fine. Drinks.”

“Tonight works. Where?”

I named a bar in the East Village that Sam had mentioned once.

“Eight?” I sent.

“See you then.”
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I took the subway down and texted Shannon and Michelle from the platform, both of them on the same thread.

“Heading to meet Julie for a drink. She apparently had a run-in with that freak David from the gallery. Wish me luck.”

Michelle answered before the train came.

“Nate. This is not about David and you know it.”

Shannon jumped in a second later. “It might be a little about David. That dude was weird.”

“It’s zero about David,” Michelle wrote. “Wear the dark button-down. Don’t overthink it.”

“I’m already wearing it.”

“See? The universe agrees.”

The train pulled in and I found a seat. My phone buzzed again the whole way down.

“Report back. Every detail.”

“Every detail is required,” Michelle echoed. “We picked her out. We get partial credit.”

I put the phone away when the train hit my stop and climbed the stairs into the evening with the two of them still in my pocket, cheering me on.
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The bar sat on a corner in the East Village. I got there first and took a seat near the back where I could watch the door.

Julie walked in at six minutes past eight, straight from work by the look of her, and the sight stopped me. A fitted black dress had a neckline low enough to show her collarbones and the line of her neck without showing more. Her long black hair hung loose, and whatever she’d done with her makeup made her eyes stand out from across the room.

She spotted me and came over. I stood, and she leaned in for a quick hug.

“Sorry I’m late. Came straight from a client meeting.” She slid onto the stool beside mine.

“Come on, you’re not that late.”

She smiled and picked up the drink menu. The bartender came over and she ordered a glass of red wine. I got a beer. When the drinks arrived she turned toward me and crossed one leg over the other.

“So,” she said. “David.”

“Yeah. David. Tell me what happened.”

She took a sip and set the glass down. “Okay. So I met him for coffee yesterday because he wouldn’t leave me alone about it. And the entire time he’s grilling me about how we know each other. Where we met, how long we’ve known each other, like he’s running some kind of investigation.”

“What did you tell him?”

“The truth. That we met at Brandt’s. That I know Shannon and Michelle better than I know you.”

“How did he react to that?”

“He zeroed in on them. Who they were, what they did, how I knew them. I told him all that, and also told him that you were dating both of them at the same time.”

“Oh wow.”

“He had no idea. I figured you would’ve told him.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t feel the need to bring it up.”

“Well, I apologize if I overstepped. I thought the three of you were ‘out.’ ”

“We are. No need to apologize. I just didn’t feel like mentioning it to that dude in that moment.”

“Makes sense to me. Obviously you have to be careful what you say to David because he’ll twist it up and spit out something completely new.”

Her face stayed amused, not concerned. I was glad to see she wasn’t completely put off by the encounter. It seemed we’d come together to talk some light-hearted shit at his expense.

“So how did he react to you telling him that?” I asked.

“That seemed to short circuit him. He just sat there like his brain couldn’t process it. Then he started asking more questions, but I shut it down. I told him it was none of his business and I didn’t see why he needed to know.”

“Good.”

She picked up her glass again. “But then he said something about you making crude comments about my tits. That you told him they were amazing, or something like that.”

“I didn’t say anything like that.”

“I know. I’ll tell you what I told him. I said, why would Nate need to say something about my tits when he has two girlfriends with amazing tits?”

I laughed. “That’s true.”

“Right?”

She took another sip. The bartender moved past to serve someone down the bar, and the noise of the room filled the space between us for a second.

“So what else did he say?” I asked.

“He tried to paint you as some kind of pervert who can’t be satisfied with one woman. Like you’re out collecting women because you’re insatiable.”

“That’s a bold claim.”

“Yeah. So I turned it back on him. I asked if he’d be satisfied with just one woman.”

“What did he say?”

“He said of course. Like it was the most obvious thing in the world.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Of course not. That’s not true for any man I’ve ever met.” She smiled. “And then he said, and I quote, ‘I’m different.’ ”

We stared at each other for a beat and then broke up laughing at the same time. She covered her mouth with one hand and shook her head.

“I’m different,” I repeated. “I can’t believe he actually said that.”

“That’s a red flag, in my opinion. Any time a man says he’s different, you know he’s exactly the same as every other guy who says it.”

I took a drink of my beer and set it down. “I’ll go out on a limb and say David is interested in you. And he’s freaking out because I appeared out of nowhere and he feels threatened.”

Julie nodded. “He’s been trying to get into my pants for years. I thought I made it clear more than once that it’s not happening, but apparently the message didn’t land.”

“Maybe it landed but he just didn’t accept it.”

“That’s even worse. I think what made him angrier is the dating two women thing. He kept circling back to it. How it works, whether they’re jealous of each other, all this stuff I obviously don’t know the answer to.”

“I wish you did,” I said. “So you could tell him and wind him up more.”

“Like what?”

A sudden wave of boldness surged through me. “Like how they like to watch each other when they’re with me.”

Her eyebrows went up, surprised rather than scandalized. “Really?”

“Yeah. One of them likes to sit in a chair and watch me have sex with the other. Then they switch and reverse it.”

Julie took a slow drink. She didn’t look uncomfortable or judgmental. She looked more curious than anything.

“I’ve never thought about doing something like that,” she said. “But hey, if they like it, then great.”

“It works for us.”

“I bet it does.” She smiled. “And yes, you’re right. If I told David that, his head would explode. I’m seriously considering messaging him and telling him. And adding that I learned it over drinks with you.”

“Don’t do it.”

“Why?”

“Because he’ll lose his mind again, and then I’ll have to be your personal bodyguard for a couple of days, and I don’t have the time.”

She laughed and shook her head. “Fine.”

The bartender came back and asked if we wanted another round. Julie looked at me and I nodded. He refilled our drinks and moved down the bar again.

“So,” Julie said. “Tell me about your real estate thing. How’s that going?”

I told her about Carmine and the bakery and the sfogliatelle situation.

“I love sfogliatelles,” she said. “It’s been a while since I found one that’s actually good.”

“I’ve accidentally involved myself in a personal quest to find the one in the city that Carmine approves of.”

“That’s sweet.”

I paused as I registered what she said. “Nice pun.”

She looked at me intently. “I can’t believe it.”

“What?”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve met a man smart enough to not only know what a pun is, but to call it out in conversation.”

“You can’t let puns slide by unacknowledged.”

“It’s a sin if you do.”

We finished our drinks and the conversation slowed on its own. Julie checked her phone and looked back at me.

“So the air’s cleared,” I said. “You know I didn’t say anything crude about your tits.”

“I know. I just wanted to share the story because I thought you’d find it funny just like I did.” She set her glass down. “Though if you had said something crude about my tits, I wouldn’t blame you. I do have great tits.”

I stared at her. “Wow.”

She shrugged. “I know. And I’m proud.”

My eyes dropped to the neckline of her dress. The shape of her was obvious even with the fabric between us.

“Hey,” she said. “My eyes are up here.”

“I know.”

I didn’t lift them.

She laughed and stood. “I have to go.”

“This was fun.”

She grabbed her bag and leaned in to hug me again, pressing against me a second longer than necessary. Then she pulled back and smiled.

She turned for the door. I watched her go, the way the dress moved with her, the way her hair swung across her back. She pushed out into the street and was gone.

I sat back down and finished my beer.

I saw now what Shannon and Michelle saw in Julie. And not just her tits. She was cool, easy to talk to, and gave off good energy.

I started to wonder if maybe she would be interested in exploring our little group.

[image: ]


The evening had the first real warmth of spring in it. People spilled out of restaurants and bars along the block, and the noise of the city moved around me the way it always did at night.

Halfway to the station I pulled out my phone and started a FaceTime with Shannon and Michelle at once. Their faces filled the boxes.

“Tell us everything,” Shannon said.

“How did it go?” Michelle asked.

I angled the phone so they could see my face under the streetlights. “It went well. We talked about David, cleared the air about his bullshit, and hung out for a while after that.”

“And?” Shannon said.

“And what?”

“And why are you walking home alone?” Michelle cut in.

I laughed. “Because that’s how the night ended.”

“That’s not how it was supposed to end,” Shannon said.

“She wanted drinks and to blow off steam about some dick head. Mission accomplished.”

Michelle shook her head on the screen. “You’re being dense.”

“I don’t think she’s interested the way you two seem to think she is.”

“We disagree,” Shannon said.

“Yeah, you’re way off on that one, Nate,” Michelle added.

I turned the corner and headed down the stairs into the station. The signal cut out and their faces froze mid-sentence before snapping back as I reached the platform.

“You still there?” I asked.

“We’re here,” Michelle said. “So tell us one thing you learned about her tonight.”

“She’s very proud of her tits,” I said.

They both laughed at the same time.

“She does have great tits,” Shannon said.

“What did she wear to show them off?” Michelle asked.

“A black dress, but it was pretty modest.”

“Okay, so subtle,” Shannon said. “That’s smart.”

“She didn’t just show it off with the dress. She said it out loud,” I said.

Michelle leaned closer to her phone. “Wait. What did she say?”

“She said she has great tits and she’s proud of them.”

The train pulled in behind me and the roar of it drowned out whatever Shannon said next. I moved closer to the pillar and waited for it to stop.

“Say that again,” I said once the noise died down.

“I said, women don’t talk about their tits to men they aren’t interested in,” Shannon repeated.

“She did that because she specifically wanted you to notice,” Michelle said.

“Yeah, well, it worked.”

“Good,” Shannon said. “So now what?”

“Now nothing. I go home and get some sleep.”

“This isn’t over,” Michelle said. “Julie wants you. You just need to close the deal.”

“She brought up her own tits in conversation,” Shannon added. “Nobody does that unless they’re trying to get someone to think about them.”

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“You’ll keep her tits in mind?” Michelle said.

“You know what I meant.”

“Text us tomorrow,” Shannon said. “We want updates.”

“There won’t be any updates.”

“There will be,” Michelle said. “Trust us.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




The logistics of getting Jose and Carmine in the same room at the same time started to feel like a math problem with no solution.

I visited Jose in the bakery downstairs on Tuesday before heading to the office.

“Hey, Nate. What’s up?”

“Nothing much. But we need to set up this meeting with Carmine. I have a feeling, knowing him, that if we don’t do it fast, he’ll just say forget about it.”

“Okay. When works for him?”

“That’s the thing. He doesn’t want to travel that far. Can you come out to Bensonhurst?”

Jose went quiet for a second. “I can’t leave the kitchen during the day. I’m running everything by myself right now. If I leave, nothing gets done.”

“What about after you close?”

“I close around six and I’m usually here until eight cleaning up. By the time I get home it’s almost nine, and that’s family time. I can’t give that up.”

“What if we did it in the morning before you start?”

“I start at three. You want Carmine to meet me at three in the morning?”

“Probably not.”

Jose said, “Look, the only way this works is if my cousin comes in and covers for me for a few hours. But he’s got his own thing going. I’ll ask him, and he’ll do it, but I don’t know when he’s free.”

“Okay. Let me know.”

“I will. And thank you again for doing this. It means a lot.”

“Of course.”

The frustration must not have worn off by the time I got to the office, because Rosa picked up on it immediately.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Just trying to coordinate two people who don’t want to leave their neighborhoods.”

“Sounds about right for this business.”

The Carmine situation sat in the back of my head the rest of the day, but there was nothing I could do until Jose heard from his cousin.
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Wednesday and Thursday passed without any updates. Jose texted Thursday night to say his cousin was still figuring out his schedule.

Friday came and I worked my usual split between DeLuca and Linden. The office cleared out around five, and I caught the train to the bar. Sam was already there when I walked in.

I dropped my bag in the staff area and came back out. Sam handed me the reservations and the prep list for the night. We worked through the opening tasks together and had the bar ready by six.

The night moved at its usual Friday pace, busy but not slammed, steady enough to keep us both moving without burying us. Around ten the crowd thinned.

“So Hannah and I are heading out of town tomorrow,” Sam told me.

“Yeah? Where to?”

“Her parents’ place upstate. Just for the weekend.”

“Nice.”

“You’ll have the apartment to yourself.”

I looked up at him. “Okay.”

He grinned. “Don’t throw any wild orgies while I’m gone.”

“You know I can’t promise that.”

He laughed and shook his head. “I figured.”

We finished closing around midnight. I counted my tips while Sam handled the deposit, and then we locked up and walked to the subway together. The platform was nearly empty, and we leaned against the wall to wait for the train.

“This is weird,” I said.

“What is?”

“Going home with you. I’m used to doing this alone.”

“Well, get used to it. You’re stuck with me now.”

The train pulled in and we got on. Sam took a seat near the door and I sat across from him. The car rocked out of the station and I leaned my head back against the window.

My phone buzzed. I pulled it out to a notification from Instagram.

Julie Lee.

I opened it.

“What was the name of that bakery you mentioned? The one with the sfogliatelle?”

“La Segunda,” I wrote. “It’s right by my new apartment.”

“I might be in the mood for something sweet in the morning. It’s been a long week.”

I smiled. “I can definitely recommend their sfogliatelle.”

The train pulled into the next stop and a couple of people got on.

“If I decide to indulge, maybe you can show me where it is,” she sent.

I looked at the message for a second, then answered.

“Yeah. I can do that.”

I slid the phone back into my pocket.
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I lay in bed, the room dark except for the screen. The apartment was quiet in a way I still wasn’t used to.

There, in the dark, something hit me in the back of my mind.

Wait a minute…

I grabbed my phone from where it was plugged into the wall charger and opened the thread with Julie. I read through the messages again.

“I might be in the mood for something sweet in the morning. It’s been a long week.”

I stared at the words. I’d taken the line at face value, but now the phrasing felt deliberate.

“If I decide to indulge, maybe you can show me where it is.”

I thought about Michelle, before we’d hooked up but after Shannon had told me to. Michelle had asked about my living situation, whether I lived alone. She’d been testing the waters, floating the question to see if I’d pick up on it and extend the invitation. At the time, I’d been on the couch at Dustin and Trey’s place and couldn’t invite her back to that dump.

Julie’s message felt like the same move, a suggestion wrapped in something casual enough to walk back if I didn’t answer the right way.

Except this time I had a place to bring her. A real apartment with a real bed.

And Sam and Hannah were leaving in the morning, so I’d have the whole place to myself for the weekend.

I read the message one more time, then locked the phone and set it on the nightstand.

I was overthinking it, reading into something that wasn’t there. Nobody hooked up for the first time on a Saturday morning. She wanted pastries, not me. Maybe she wouldn’t show up at all after waking up and deciding she didn’t want something sweet for breakfast after all.

I rolled onto my side and closed my eyes.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Iwoke at a quarter past nine. Morning light came through the window and hit the wall beside the bed. I lay there for a second, listening to Sam move around the apartment.

I got up, pulled on shorts and a t-shirt, and walked out into the living area. Sam stood near the couch with a duffel bag on the floor beside him, folding a jacket and tucking it into the top of the bag.

“Heading out?” I asked.

“Yeah. Hannah’s meeting me at the station in half an hour.” He zipped the bag closed and lifted it onto his shoulder. “We’re catching the ten-thirty train.”

“Sounds good. Have a great time.”

“Thanks. You’ve got the place to yourself until Sunday night.”

“I’ll try not to burn it down.”

He grinned. “Appreciated.”

He grabbed his keys from the counter and headed for the door.

The apartment settled into silence. I filled a glass of water in the kitchen and drank it standing at the window, looking down at the street.

I picked up my phone and unlocked it. No new messages from Julie.

She’d probably changed her mind, and that was fine.

I opened Instagram anyway. The last message from Julie sat at the top of the thread.

“If I decide to indulge, maybe you can show me where it is.”

I stared at it. The longer I looked, the clearer the intent became. She’d put the hint out there and given me the opening, and I hadn’t done a thing with it.

Shannon and Michelle had both told me Julie wanted me. They’d both told me to close the deal. I’d waved it off at the time, but their voices played back now with a new weight.

I opened the keyboard and typed.

“Still down for breakfast?”

I hit send before I could second-guess it.

The message showed as delivered. I set the phone on the counter and went to brush my teeth. When I came back a minute later, the screen was lit.

Julie had replied.

“Yes. Where should I meet you?”

Adrenaline kicked in.

“It’s about a block from the Broadway stop on the N and W. I can meet you there.”

The reply came within seconds.

“Perfect. I’ll be on my way in a few minutes.”
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I stood outside the Broadway station under the scaffolding that lined the block, hands in the pockets of my jeans. The Saturday morning crowd moved past in both directions, people headed to brunch or the park or wherever they went once the weather finally turned.

Julie came up the stairs.

She wore a sundress, light blue with thin straps, fitted at the top and loose through the waist. The neckline sat low enough that the shape of her was obvious, and I was reminded right away why she’d made the comment about her tits the other night. She had them, and she knew how to show them off without looking like she was trying. She wore her hair down, sunglasses pushed up on top of her head, a small purse over one shoulder and sandals that showed off her legs. The whole look landed as effortless, which usually meant the opposite.

She spotted me and smiled, and I stepped forward to meet her. We hugged.

We started walking, and I led her down the block toward La Segunda. The bakery sat on the corner with its windows open and the smell of fresh bread drifting into the street. A few people stood in line inside, and the small tables along the wall were mostly full.

I held the door and followed her in. Jose stood behind the counter, boxing up a loaf for a customer. He looked up and his face brightened.

“Nate. Good to see you.”

“You too. This is Julie.”

Jose nodded to her. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” she said. “I’ve heard good things.”

“Word’s getting out,” I said. “She came from Long Island City to try the sfogliatelle.”

Jose grinned. “That’s what I like to hear. Let me get you two set up.”

He moved to the display case, plated two pastries, and set them on the counter. I paid, and we carried the plates to a small table by the window.

Julie turned hers over in her hand, examining the layers. She bit in and the crust shattered cleanly. She chewed slowly, her face shifting as she tasted it, then set it down and wiped her fingers.

“Okay,” she said. “That’s the best one I’ve had in the city. Definitely worth the trip.”

“I told you.”

We ate without talking for a minute. The pastry was as good as the first time I’d tried it. I finished mine and brushed the crumbs off my fingers.

“So what made your week so rough?” I asked.

Julie leaned back and sighed. “A client. We’re three months into a townhouse renovation and he keeps changing his mind. Last week he signed off on the kitchen. This week he wants to move a load-bearing wall he already approved, and he’s annoyed at me that it’s not free.”

“That sounds frustrating.”

“I’ve told him twice, in writing, that structural changes mean new drawings and a new engineer’s sign-off. He nods, he agrees, and then he acts like I’m inventing the cost to squeeze him.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Hold the line. I document everything, so if it comes to it, I’m covered. But I’d rather he just trust the process. It’s exhausting managing someone who won’t listen to the person he hired.”

“I can see what you mean.”

“What about you?” she said. “How’s the bakery situation? You said you were trying to get the two owners together.”

“Harder than I thought. Carmine won’t travel, and Jose can’t leave this place during the day. I’m still working on it, but the logistics are a pain.”

“That’s tough.”

“Yeah. I’ll figure it out, though.”

“I’m sure you will.” She picked up her water and took a sip, then looked at me across the table. “I noticed you said ‘new apartment’ in your message last night.”

“Yeah. Just moved in. It’s pretty much right next door.”

“How are you liking it?”

“Compared to my last place, it’s amazing.”

“What was your last place like?”

“I slept on a couch for months while I got my feet under me. It wasn’t great, but it was what I could afford.”

Her eyes widened. “A couch?”

“Yeah. Two old friends from back home in North Carolina. I paid them a couple hundred a month to crash in their living room.”

“That’s rough.”

“Yeah. But I’m out now, so I’m less embarrassed about mentioning it.”

She studied me for a second. “A lot of young guys wash out fast when they first get to New York. The city eats people alive if they’re not ready for it.”

“I wasn’t ready,” I said. “But I figured it out and stuck around.”

“Good for you.” She set her glass down. “I actually looked at this neighborhood when I was apartment hunting. I liked it, but I ended up in Long Island City. Closer to work.”

“Makes sense.”

“I still like it here. It feels more lived-in than where I am.”

I saw the opening and took it.

“Do you want to check out my apartment?” I asked. “It’s very close from here.”

She looked at me, unreadable for a beat. Then a smirk pulled at the corner of her mouth, and something sharp shifted in her eyes.

“Wow,” she said. “You must be really proud of it if you want to show it off.”

“I finally have a place worth showing off. I couldn’t exactly show off the old couch.”

She held my gaze, the smirk still there. The silence stretched, and I didn’t look away. She seemed to be weighing something, and I let her take her time.

Finally she said, “Okay. Just for a few minutes. Then I have to go.”
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We left the bakery and walked to the corner. The apartment building sat halfway down the block. I unlocked the door and held it open. Julie stepped inside and started up the stairs ahead of me.

The climb to the third floor took about a minute. I unlocked the apartment door and pushed it open. Julie stepped in first.

The apartment was bright from the morning sun coming through the living room window.

Julie turned slowly, taking it in. “This is really nice.”

“Thanks.”

“Only two guys live here?”

“Yeah. Just me and Sam.”

“I’m surprised.”

“By what?”

“That it’s this clean. Usually places where guys live are covered in filth. Dishes piled in the sink, takeout containers everywhere, questionable stains on the couch.”

I laughed. “We keep it pretty tidy. There’s not much opportunity to mess it up anyway. Neither of us is here much. We both work a lot.”

She walked to the window and looked down at the street. “Where’s the other roommate now?”

“Sam’s out of town for the weekend.”

“So you have the place to yourself.”

“Yeah.”

She turned from the window and walked back toward the center of the room. Her gaze moved over the space again before settling on me.

“What do Shannon and Michelle think of your new apartment?” she asked.

“They haven’t seen it yet.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. We haven’t had time for a housewarming.”

She raised an eyebrow. “So what are they going to think about another woman visiting your apartment before they do?”

I held her gaze. “If it’s you, they won’t mind at all.”

She tilted her head. “Why’s that?”

The question hung in the air. She stood near the couch, her posture relaxed but her eyes sharp on me.

I didn’t answer right away. I let the silence stretch.

“I think you know,” I said.

Her face shifted, not surprise exactly but something close. The smirk was gone. She looked caught off balance in a way she hadn’t been a moment earlier.

“What is it that you think I know?” she asked.

I crossed the distance between us. Her eyes widened a fraction, but she held still. I stopped in front of her, close enough to catch her perfume. She tilted her head back to keep my eyes, her lips parted.

I leaned in and kissed her.

For half a second she went still, and then she kissed me back. Her hands came up to my chest, fingers curling into my shirt. I slid one hand around her waist and pulled her closer. She pressed into me, warm and soft. The kiss deepened, her mouth opening under mine.

Then she whispered, “You’re right, I want you.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




She said it against my mouth, low, and I felt it more than heard it. I didn’t respond, but instead kissed her again, deeper, and her hands stopped being careful on my chest and curled into my shirt.

Her purse slid off her shoulder and hit the floor. I got one hand into her hair and the other low on her back and pulled her flush against me, and when I dragged my mouth down the side of her neck she tipped her head back and let a breath go. I kissed the line of her throat, the hollow at the base of it, the top of one shoulder where I’d nudged the sundress strap aside.

Her hands went to my shirt and pulled it over my head, then she pressed her palms on my bare chest and dragged them down. She wasn’t shy. Whatever nerves she’d carried through the door weren’t in her hands.

I eased both thin straps of the sundress off her shoulders, and the low neckline gave with them, and the top of the dress dropped to her waist. She didn’t cover up. She let me look, and what I saw stopped me. She was small everywhere else and very generous here.

“I told you they were great,” she said, no shame in it at all.

“You undersold them.”

I put my mouth on her. I cupped one breast and drew the other’s nipple between my lips, and she made a low sound and pushed her fingers into my hair to keep me there. I took my time with both, until her breathing had gone uneven and her hands had dropped to my belt. She got the buckle open and my jeans undone, and I let her, and then I caught her wrist before she went further.

“Not yet,” I said.

I eased her down onto the couch and went to my knees on the floor in front of her.

She looked down at me, lips parted, her eyes dark. I ran my hands up her bare shins, over her knees, up the outsides of her thighs, and pushed the loose skirt up ahead of them. She watched every inch of it and didn’t stop me. I kissed the inside of one knee, then higher, up the soft skin of her thigh, slow, and I felt her tense.

“Nate,” she breathed.

“Tell me to stop.”

She didn’t.

I drew her underwear and her bunched-up dress down her legs, and she lifted her hips and let me take them off. I hooked my hands under her thighs, pulled her to the edge of the cushion, and put my mouth on her.

She tried to hold it in. The first sound came out clipped, bitten in half. I didn’t hurry any of it. I worked her slow, learned the shape of what she liked by the way her body answered, and gave her more of it. Her hand fisted in my hair. Her thighs pressed against the sides of my head. I flattened my tongue and dragged it slow, then went tighter and quicker where it made her hips jump, and when I slid two fingers into her and curled them the last of the quiet left her. Her back came off the cushion.

She broke with my name half-formed in her mouth and her whole small body shaking, and I stayed with her and eased her down until she went still.

I kissed my way back up the inside of her thigh and over her hip while she came back to herself. When I lifted my head she was already watching me, flushed and loose, and something in her had turned from letting me to wanting to.

“It’s been a long time since anyone did that for me,” she said.

“Their loss.”

A wry edge came back into her eyes. She put a hand on my chest and pushed, and I went back on my heels. She slid off the couch and down onto the floor with me, worked my jeans and everything under them out of the way, and wrapped her hand around my cock. She stroked me slow and watched my face while she did it, that near-smirk back at the corner of her mouth. Then she leaned in and took me into her mouth.

She was in no rush about it, and she brought her eyes up to mine more than once, and it was plain she liked knowing exactly what she was doing to me. I let it run until the heat built too fast, then slid a hand into her hair and eased her off.

I didn’t want to finish too soon.

She sat back on her heels and looked up at me, her mouth wet, her hair a mess.

“I want you,” she said again. “But…”

“But what?”

Nervousness spiked through me. It sounded like she might pull the plug on this.

“But don’t be gentle with me,” she said. The words came out soft and shy.

I got my feet under me, took her by the wrist, bent, dropped my shoulder into her stomach, and hauled her up off her feet. She gasped and then laughed.

“Nate!”

She weighed almost nothing. I locked an arm across the backs of her thighs and carried her over my shoulder with one hand flat on her ass.

I carried her into the bedroom and dropped her in the middle of the bed. She bounced once, hair wild across the sheets, and looked up at me with her chest heaving and something bright and stunned in her face.

I came down over her. She pulled me between her legs and reached for me. I braced on a forearm and lined myself up. Then I stopped.

“I’ve got condoms in the drawer,” I said.

She looked up at me. “Do you use one with the others?”

“No.”

“Then don’t use one with me.”

I reached down, ran the head of me through her, and pushed in slow.

She was small and tight and I fed it to her by degrees, watching her face the whole way. Her mouth fell open. Her nails bit into my arms. She took me a little at a time, and her breath caught on each inch, until I was all the way in and we both went still. She let out a long, shaking breath against my throat, and I felt her stretch and settle around me.

“You okay?” I said.

“Fuck me, Nate. Please.”

I started thrusting, and nothing careful was left in either of us. She wrapped her legs around me and held on and met me stroke for stroke. She was so small under me that I could take her as deep as I wanted, and I did, slow and deep, until she started asking for more with her hips and her heels dug into the backs of my thighs.

I got a hand under the small of her back, lifted her hips off the bed, and drove into her harder, and her head went back and her voice climbed and cracked. I watched her get close, and then I pulled almost all the way out and made her wait for it, and she raked her nails down my back and cursed, and I pushed back in slow and deep until she made the sound again.

I pulled out, took her by the hip, and turned her over, and she caught on and came up onto her knees. I dragged her hips back to meet me and pushed into her from behind, and the angle took me deeper, and she dropped to her forearms with a groan she felt all the way through. I wrapped one hand around her hip and set the other flat between her shoulder blades and held her exactly where I wanted her. I could move her whole small body with almost nothing, rock her back onto me on every stroke, and she let me. She reached back and caught my wrist and held on as she took all of me.

She came like that, her face pressed into the sheet and her whole body pulled tight around me, and I worked her through it until she went loose under my hands.

I wasn’t going to finish that way. I eased out of her, turned her over onto her back, and positioned myself over her again, and slid back inside. She looked up at me, wrecked and open, nothing left of the guard she’d carried in the door. I framed her face with one hand and kept the other under her hips, and I moved in her slow and deep.

She reached up, took the hand I had against her cheek, and drew it down to her throat, and she pressed it there. I closed my hand around her neck, not hard, just enough, and her eyes went heavy and a sound slid out of her that I felt around me.

“Like that,” she breathed. “Come inside me. All of it.”

I kept my hand at her throat and held her eyes and let the heat climb the rest of the way, and when it broke I came deep inside her, right where she’d told me to, with her pulse under my palm and her legs locked around me. She pulled me through every last wave of it.

We stayed like that, tangled and breathing hard, neither of us in a hurry to move. After a while I rolled onto my back and took her with me, and she tucked herself against my side.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Ilay next to Julie with my arm around her, her head on my chest and her hand resting flat over my ribs. The sheets were tangled around our legs. The late morning sun came through the window and cut across the bed in a bright line. I felt the rise and fall of her breathing against me, steady and slow.

Looks like I’d been wrong about no one hooking up for the first time on a Saturday morning.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “Shannon and Michelle gave their blessing about this.”

Julie lifted her head and looked at me, her hair falling across one shoulder. “I know.”

I blinked. “They told you?”

“No,” she said. “They didn’t have to. I picked up on the vibe. They’re very open. It was obvious without anyone saying it.”

I processed that for a second. It made sense now why there had been no resistance from her. With Michelle, there had been hesitation the first time. She had asked me directly if Shannon truly knew I was at her house. She had needed to hear the words before she could move forward. Julie had read the situation without needing confirmation, which meant she had come here already knowing what this was.

“Why did you go forward with it?” I asked. “You told me at Brandt’s that you’d never share a man.”

Julie sighed and laid her head back down on my chest. “That’s the thing with women. Women want the man that other women want. It’s biology. There’s nothing I can do about that, as much as I wish I could.”

Her words reminded me of something Caleb had said on the Bro Flex podcast months ago. Women like men that other women like. When a woman sees that a man has other women, it shortcuts the pathway in her brain, the part that wonders if he would be a suitable mate. Simply the fact that another woman has already chosen him is proof enough. Pre-selection, Caleb called it. The stamp of approval that comes from someone else doing the evaluation first.

“I’ve never done this before,” Julie said quietly.

“I know,” I said.

She lifted her head again and looked at me. “No. I’m not talking about sharing a man. I’m saying I’ve never been with a younger man.”

I met her eyes. “How was it?”

A slow smile pulled at her mouth. “Awesome. I haven’t seen stamina like that in a long, long time.”

We both laughed.
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Julie stayed until noon, then showered and dressed and kissed me goodbye at the door. She told me to text her later. I said I would.

Now I walked down Broadway to drop off some dry cleaning at a new laundromat I wanted to try, one that was closer to my new apartment.

I pulled out my phone and opened FaceTime. I started a group call with Shannon and Michelle.

“Hey,” Shannon said. “What’s up?”

“I have news,” I said.

Michelle’s eyebrows lifted. “Good news?”

“Yeah. Julie came over this morning.”

Shannon’s face lit up immediately. “You hooked up with her?”

“Yeah.”

Shannon let out a shriek and clapped her hands together. Michelle’s mouth dropped open and then pulled into a wide grin.

“Oh my God,” Shannon said. “I knew it was going to happen. I told you she wanted you.”

“Yeah, I guess you were right,” I admitted.

Michelle leaned closer to the camera. “How was it?”

“Hot,” I said. “She was incredible.”

“I knew it,” Shannon said. “Didn’t I say she would be, Michelle?”

“Yeah,” Michelle said. “Tell us more.”

I glanced around the street. A few people walked past on the opposite sidewalk, no one close enough to hear. “We got breakfast at La Segunda, the bakery by my new apartment, then I brought her back home.”

“And?” Shannon prompted.

“And it happened pretty quickly after we got inside.”

“Of course it did,” Michelle said. “She’s been thinking about you for a while now. What was she like?”

“Confident,” I said. “And enthusiastic.”

Michelle’s hand moved to the neckline of her shirt and her fingers brushed against the fabric. Her gaze held steady on the screen. “Did she say anything about us? Like worried about what she was doing?”

“No, she already knew. She told me she picked up on the vibe at Brandt’s.”

Shannon laughed. “Julie doesn’t miss much.”

“She also told me she’s never been with a younger man before.”

“Really?” Michelle asked.

“Yeah. She said she hasn’t seen stamina like that in a long time.”

Shannon let out a breath. “Yeah, the stamina is definitely a benefit.”

“Do you want to hear all the details?” I asked.

Shannon opened her mouth to answer, but Michelle spoke first.

“No,” Michelle said. Her voice came out firm. “Let’s save them for the next time we’re all together.”

“Ugh, I’m already so tortured,” Shannon said.

“Also… I wouldn’t mind watching the next time you’re together,” Michelle added.

I stopped walking.

“Count me in for that,” Shannon said.

“We didn’t discuss that part,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” Shannon said. “Let us worry about that.”

“You think she’ll go for it?”

“She will,” Michelle said. “Trust me.”

Shannon nodded. “We’ll handle it. You just focus on keeping her interested.”

“If you say so,” I said.


Chapter Thirty




Icame into the office Monday morning at nine o’clock.

As usual, Rosa sat at her desk near the front, her attention fixed on her monitor and Sal’s door was closed with the blinds drawn.

But in the back corner, Danny was packing a cardboard box. He lifted a stack of papers from the desk drawer and dropped them into the box. A framed photo of his girlfriend went in next, face down on top of the papers. Then he dropped in a coffee mug with a logo I didn’t recognize.

I walked over. “What’s going on?”

Danny turned and gave me a wan smile. “Hey, man. I’m heading out.”

“You’re leaving?”

“Got a new gig.” He said it with the same bright energy he used to open cold calls. “Tech sales. SaaS company out in Jersey City. Salaried, full benefits, the whole package. I start next week.”

“That’s great,” I said.

“This was a good experience and all, but the stability at the new job is going to be huge. No more wondering if a commission’s going to hit. I’ve got a manager now and a quota I already know how to hit from my last job, that kind of thing.”

He kept talking, and I kept listening. Every sentence came out like a pitch he’d rehearsed, but the defeat sat underneath it.

“How long have you been here now?” I asked.

“Four months. A little over.”

I didn’t ask if he’d closed anything. I already knew. Four months, and he had nothing to show for it. The desert had taken him the same way Sal said it took most people.

Danny taped the box shut and lifted it off the desk. His gaze swept the room once, then came back to me.

“You’ll do good here,” he said. “You’ve got the thing Sal looks for. I could tell from the start.”

“I appreciate that.”

I put out my hand. He shifted the box to one arm and shook with the other.

“Good luck with the new job,” I said.

“Thanks. I hope things work out for you here, man.”

He headed for the door. Rosa glanced up as he passed. She didn’t smile or wave, just held his eyes for a second, her expression flat, then went back to the screen.

“Good luck,” she said.

Danny nodded and kept walking. The door closed behind him.

I walked to my desk and sat down. Danny’s cleared out desk was a few feet away.

I pulled out my phone and opened the notes app. I had three canvass blocks to walk today and a list of storefronts to update. The work didn’t stop because someone else had washed out. If anything, it meant there was more of it.

I stood up and headed back out to the street.


Chapter Thirty-One




Afew days later, I stopped at La Segunda on the way to the office. Jose stood behind the counter, boxing up a loaf for a customer. He looked up when the door chimed and nodded.

“Hola,” he said.

The customer paid and left with the loaf tucked under her arm. Jose wiped his hands on his apron and leaned against the counter.

“I’ve got good news,” Jose said.

“Yeah?”

“My cousin can cover the shop tomorrow. I can step out for a couple of hours in the afternoon.”

“That’s great,” I said. “Let me set it up with Carmine and I’ll text you a time.”

“Sounds good.”

I bought a coffee and a sfogliatella and headed back out to the street. I ate the pastry on the walk to the subway and drank the coffee on the platform while I waited for the train.

When I got off the train at the Eighteenth Avenue stop, I checked the time. A little after nine. Carmine would be making his morning run right about now.

I walked down the block toward the newspaper stand and spotted Carmine half a block ahead. I crossed the street and walked to intercept him. He saw me coming and stopped on the corner and waited.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning.”

“I spoke with Jose this morning. He can meet tomorrow. His cousin is covering the shop for him so he can step out for a couple of hours.”

Carmine’s face didn’t change. “Where?”

“Wherever works for you.”

“The bakery,” he said.

I blinked. “Your bakery?”

“Yeah.”

“You want to meet there?”

“That’s what I said.”

I tried to keep my face neutral. Carmine had told me that he hadn’t set foot inside the shop since the day it closed.

I didn’t understand why he wanted to meet there, but I wasn’t about to ask or argue.

“Okay,” I said. “What time works?”

“Two o’clock.”

“I’ll let him know.”

Carmine nodded once, then turned and walked back toward his building. I watched him go. He crossed the street and disappeared through the residential door beside the shuttered storefront.

I pulled out my phone and opened my messages. I typed out a text to Jose.

“Tomorrow at 2. Carmine’s old bakery on Eighteenth Ave.”
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The M train rattled through the tunnel. I sat next to Jose, who stared out the window at the dark walls rushing past. His leg bounced. His hands rested on his knees, fingers drumming a pattern only he could hear.

“You nervous?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He glanced at me. “This guy… I told you before, I’ve been chasing his sfogliatella since I was a teenager.”

“He’s just a guy.”

“Not to me.”

The train slowed into the next station. The doors opened and a few passengers got on. The car lurched forward again.

I checked the time on my phone. One thirty. We’d arrive on time.

I’d squared it with Sal before I left the apartment that morning.

“Yeah,” he’d answered when I’d called him at eight in the morning.

“Hey, Sal. I’m going to be late coming in today.”

“Why?” He’d sounded pissed.

“I have a meeting with a potential client.”

Silence had stretched across the line.

“A client,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“What kind of client?”

“A tenant. Someone who wants to open a bakery.”

More silence. I pictured him behind his desk, phone to his ear, giving nothing back.

“You set this up yourself?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

Another pause.

“All right, that’s fine,” Sal had said.

He’d hung up. But he’d sounded a lot less pissed by the end once he knew what I was up to.

The train pulled into the Eighteenth Avenue station a few minutes later. We got off and climbed the stairs into hard afternoon light. I led Jose down the block toward the bakery.

Carmine waited on the sidewalk outside the shuttered storefront. His eyes moved to Jose and stayed there, sizing him up.

We stopped in front of him.

“Carmine, this is Jose Camacho,” I said. “Jose, Carmine Rizzo.”

Jose put out his hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Rizzo.”

Carmine took his hand and shook once, firm and brief. His eyes stayed on Jose’s face.

“You’re the one making the pastries,” Carmine said.

“Yes, sir.”

“How long?”

“About five years professionally. But I grew up in a panadería. My grandmother ran it.”

Carmine nodded slowly. He let go of Jose’s hand and turned toward the door. He pulled a set of keys from his pocket and unlocked the deadbolt. The lock turned with a heavy click. He pushed the door open and the hinges groaned.

The three of us stepped inside.

The air smelled of dust and old wood and something faintly sweet that had faded years ago. Light pushed through the soaped windows, thin and gray. The display cases stood empty along the left wall, their glass clouded with grime. The counter ran the length of the back, scarred and worn but still solid, the shelves behind it bare. Through the open doorway, the ovens sat cold in the back room.

Carmine stopped just inside the door. He stood still, his eyes moving over the room.

Jose walked slowly toward the counter, his eyes moving over everything. He stopped at the display case and rested one hand on the glass.

“It still looks the same,” Jose said quietly. “Even closed like this. I remember standing right here when I was a kid.”

Carmine turned to him. His expression held, but something moved behind his eyes.

“You came here?” Carmine asked.

“Every chance I got. My family’s panadería was in Sunset Park, but we’d take the bus over just to get one of your sfogliatelle. I’d never tasted anything like it.”

Carmine said nothing. He walked past Jose to the counter and ran a hand along the worn edge of the wood.

“This counter’s been here since my father opened the place,” Carmine said. “Sixty years.”

Jose nodded. “It’s incredible.”

Carmine turned and leaned against the counter, arms crossed.

“Tell me about your setup now,” Carmine said.

“I rent a shift at a commissary kitchen in Sunset Park. I’m there from three in the morning until about ten most days. I do wholesale for a couple of cafés and I sell at farmers markets on the weekends.”

“You do the baking yourself?”

“Yeah. Just me.”

“What kind of volume?”

“About two hundred pieces a week. I could do more if I had the space and the equipment.”

“What’s your bestseller?”

“The sfogliatella.”

“How do you make the ricotta filling?”

“Ricotta, sugar, a little orange zest, cinnamon. I cook it down until it thickens, then I let it cool overnight so the flavors settle.”

“You use fresh ricotta?”

“Always.”

“Where do you get it?”

“There’s a guy in Carroll Gardens who makes it. I pick it up twice a week.”

Carmine’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What’s his name?”

“Fred. He runs a small cheese shop on Court Street.”

“I know Fred. He’s good.”

Jose relaxed a fraction. Carmine walked toward the back room. He stopped in the doorway, facing the ovens.

“How do you handle the dough?” Carmine asked without turning around.

“I laminate it by hand. Flour, water, lard, a little salt. I roll it thin, fold it, chill it, roll it again. I do it six times before I shape the shells.”

“How thin?”

“Thin enough to see through.”

“And you get the shatter?”

“Most of the time. Sometimes it’s close but not quite right. That’s the part I haven’t perfected yet.”

Carmine turned back to him. “The shatter comes from the layers and the heat. If the layers aren’t even, it won’t shatter. If the oven’s not hot enough, it won’t crisp. You need both.”

“I know. But knowing and doing are two different things.”

Carmine walked back to the counter and stopped in front of Jose. He studied him.

“What do you know about running a bakery?” Carmine asked. “Not baking. Running it.”

Jose met his gaze. “I know you have to manage your costs. Flour, butter, sugar, they all fluctuate. You have to account for waste. You have to price your product so you can pay your rent and your utilities and still take something home at the end of the week. You have to know your customers and what they’ll pay for. And you have to show up every day, no matter what.”

“What about staff?”

“I’d start alone. If the business grows, I’d hire someone I can trust. But I wouldn’t rush it. My grandmother always said you can’t delegate quality.”

“Your grandmother was right,” Carmine said.

He crossed to the window, hands going back into his pockets, and stood looking out at the street. Jose and I waited near the counter.

Carmine turned back to face us.

“I can help you get the sfogliatella perfect,” he said. “And I’ll walk you through it until you can do it in your sleep.”

Jose went still. “I’d like nothing more.”

Carmine’s eyes held on Jose, then moved to me, then came back to Jose.

“Do you want this place?” Carmine asked.

Jose’s breath caught. “Are you serious?”

“I don’t joke about this.”

“Then yes. It would be a dream come true.”

“This place has been neglected for two years,” Carmine said. “The equipment needs servicing. The walls need paint. The floors need refinishing. There’s work to be done before you can open.”

“I know just the person for that,” I said.

Both men looked at me.

“An architect,” I said. “She specializes in commercial renovations. She’s good, and she’ll make sure the space is exactly what it needs to be.”

Carmine nodded slowly. “All right.”

Jose shifted on his feet. His eyes went to the counter, then back to Carmine.

“Can I ask you one more thing?” Jose said.

“Go ahead.”

“Can I keep your name on the store? Rizzo’s Bakery. I don’t want to erase what this place was. I want to honor it.”

Carmine went completely still. His face didn’t move but his eyes widened a fraction. He stared at Jose, and for a moment the room went silent except for the faint hum of traffic outside.

“You want to keep my name on it?” Carmine said.

“Yes. If you’ll let me.”

Carmine’s jaw tightened. He looked away, toward the back room, then down at the floor. When he looked back at Jose, his eyes had gone glassy but his voice held steady.

“Of course you can.”

Jose nodded. He didn’t smile. He just stood there and let it settle.

Carmine turned to me. His expression hardened back into the guarded look I’d seen every other time we’d talked.

“You’ve got annoying persistence, kid,” he said. “Most of the time I can see right through that. But you’re the first one from Sal’s joint who came here and actually understood what this building needs. What this neighborhood needs.”

I didn’t say anything. I just held his gaze.

“I’ll sell the bakery to him,” Carmine said, nodding toward Jose. “And I’ll do the deal through you.”

Something loosened in my chest. I kept my face neutral.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Call me tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll work out the details.”

Carmine took the room in one more time, his eyes moving over the counter, the display cases, the doorway to the back. Then he crossed to the door and pulled it open, and daylight cut a wedge across the dusty floor.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Jose and I followed him out onto the sidewalk.

“I’ll see you soon,” Carmine said to Jose.

“Thank you, Mr. Rizzo.”

Carmine nodded once, then left us.

Jose turned to me. His face had gone pale and his hands trembled slightly at his sides.

“Did that just happen?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“I’m going to have Rizzo’s Bakery.”

“Seems like it.”

He let out a shaky breath and ran both hands through his hair. “I can’t believe it.”

Jose looked back at the shuttered storefront, at the faded gold lettering on the window.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

“You earned it.”

“But this never would’ve happened without you.”

We stood there for another moment, then I checked the time on my phone. I needed to get to the office.

“I’ve got to go,” I said. “But I’ll call you tomorrow after I talk to Carmine.”

“Sounds good.”

As I walked away, Jose stayed on the sidewalk, still staring at the bakery window.


Chapter Thirty-Two




Sal’s door was closed. I approached it and knocked on the frame.

“Yeah,” he called.

I opened the door and stepped inside. Sal looked up from what he’d been working on. He set the pen down and leaned back in his chair.

“So how’d it go,” he said.

“I closed Carmine Rizzo.”

Sal’s hand stilled on the desk. His eyes fixed on me and held there.

“Say that again,” Sal said.

“Carmine agreed to sell. The tenant is a baker named Jose Camacho. He’s been running a commissary operation out of Sunset Park, and he wants to open his own place. Carmine met him this afternoon. I guess you could say they hit it off. Carmine’s going to sell him the space, and I’m brokering the deal.”

Sal’s face gave away nothing, but he stared at me longer than he ever had before, then stood and crossed to the door. He pulled it open and leaned out into the main room.

“Rosa,” he said. “Clear my schedule for the rest of the day.”

Rosa’s fingers stopped on the keyboard. She glanced past Sal to me, then back to him.

“All of it?” she asked.

“All of it.”

“You’ve got a call with the landlord on Neptune Avenue at four.”

“Reschedule it.”

Rosa nodded and turned back to her monitor. Sal stepped back into the office and shut the door. He motioned toward the chair across from his desk.

“Sit,” he said.

Sal dropped back into his chair and pulled a blank sheet of paper from the side drawer. He grabbed a pen and set both on the desk in front of me.

“You’re going to learn how to write a Letter of Intent,” he said. “By hand. When you write it out longhand, it sticks. We’ll type it up later. Then we’re going to draft a basic purchase agreement.”

I picked up the pen. Sal slid the blank page toward me.

Sal leaned forward and started talking. He walked me through the structure of the letter, from the opening paragraph to how you named the parties, described the property, and laid out the terms: purchase price, deposit, contingencies, closing timeline. His voice stayed even and matter-of-fact, the same tone he used for everything, but his attention had shifted. He wasn’t testing me anymore. He was teaching me.

I wrote as fast as I could, trying to get it all down. Sal stopped me to correct the language I’d used and made me cross it out and rewrite it on the spot. When I finished the first draft, he took the page and read it over, pen in hand. He marked a few corrections, then handed it back.

“Again,” he said.

I rewrote it. He read it again. This time he only marked one thing.

“Better,” he said. “Now type it up.”

He turned his monitor toward me and pulled up a blank document. I typed the letter, fixing the last correction as I went. Sal watched over my shoulder. When I finished, he leaned in and read it through.

“Print it,” he said.

I hit print. The machine on the credenza behind his desk hummed to life and spit out the page. Sal grabbed it and set it in front of me.

“Read it out loud,” he said.

I read the whole thing, start to finish. Sal listened without interrupting. When I finished, he nodded once.

“Good. Now we do the purchase agreement.”

He pulled another blank sheet from the drawer and slid it across the desk. I picked up the pen again.

The purchase agreement took longer. Sal walked me through each section: parties, property description, purchase price and payment terms, deposit and escrow, contingencies, inspection period, title and closing, default provisions. He dictated some of it. He made me draft other parts on my own and then corrected them. By the time we finished the first draft, my hand ached and the page was covered in strikeouts and margin notes.

Sal took the page and studied it, his pen moving down the lines. He handed it back.

“Fix those and type it up.”

I made the corrections and typed the agreement into the same document as the LOI. Sal read over my shoulder without a word until I finished.

“Print it,” he said.

Once I did, Sal read through the entire package, his pen tapping the desk as his eyes moved down the pages, then set them in front of me.

“This is what you’re going to give to Carmine,” he said. “But you’re also going to walk him through every section. You’re going to make sure he understands what he’s signing. And you’re going to answer every question he has. If he asks something you don’t know, you tell him you’ll find out and call him back. You don’t guess. You don’t bullshit. You get the answer and you give it to him. Come and ask me if you need to. Understood?”

“Understood.”

Sal stood and opened the door.

“Rosa,” he said. “Come here for a second.”

Rosa appeared in the doorway.

“Nate just closed Carmine Rizzo,” Sal said. “I want you to open a deal file for the sale of the Rizzo’s Bakery property. Buyer is Jose Camacho. Seller is Carmine Rizzo. Nate’s the listing broker. Put it in the system.” He handed her a document that contained all the information she’d need.

Rosa’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes flicked to me and held a hint of surprise.

“I’ll take care of it,” she said.

She left the doorway. Sal turned back to me.

“You’re going to stay on top of this deal from now until it closes,” he said. “You’re going to check in with Carmine every few days. You’re going to make sure Jose has everything he needs. You’re going to coordinate the inspection, the title search, the attorney review. You’re going to track the deposit. And if anything goes sideways, you’re going to tell me immediately. Not after you’ve tried to fix it. Immediately.”

“Got it.”

Sal sat back down and pulled the lease draft he’d been working on earlier back in front of him. He picked up his pen.

“Go home,” he said. “You’ve done enough for today.”

I stood and walked to the door. I stopped with my hand on the frame and looked back at him.

“Thanks, Sal,” I said.

He didn’t look up from the page. His pen kept moving.

“Don’t thank me,” he said. “Just close it.”


Chapter Thirty-Three




“Your paperwork’s done,” Rosa told me when I came into the office the next morning. She reached for a folder on the corner of her desk and held it out. “Letter of Intent and purchase agreement, both printed and ready to go.”

I took the folder and opened it. The documents lay inside, clean and professional, the letter on top and the purchase agreement beneath it.

“Thanks,” I said.

Jerry’s voice carried from Sal’s office. The door was ajar, so I could hear what he was saying.

“It was really a team effort,” Jerry said. “I walked Nate through a lot of the groundwork on that one. Showed him how to approach a reluctant landlord, how to build the relationship. He executed well, but we got there together.”

What the hell? I thought.

I went closer to the door so I could hear better.

Sal’s voice came next, even and cool. “Is that right?”

“Yeah. I mean, the kid’s got good instincts, but he’s green. I gave him some pointers early on and he ran with them. It’s good to see him close something, even if it took a little guidance.”

I stood there for another second, then stepped into the doorway.

Jerry sat in the chair across from Sal’s desk, one ankle crossed over his knee, hands resting casually on the armrests. He glanced over his shoulder when I appeared, and his expression shifted, surprise followed immediately by a smooth recovery.

“Hey, Nate,” he said. “We were just talking about the Rizzo deal. Congrats, my friend. That’s a big one.”

“Jerry says this was a team effort,” Sal said. “That true?”

I looked at Jerry. He held my gaze, the smile still in place, calm and expectant.

I thought about my time at DeLuca so far, about the comps Jerry had handed me to run without credit. I’d swallowed it, because I was new and didn’t know if that was just how it worked.

I turned back to Sal.

“No,” I said. “This time, it wasn’t a team effort. I sourced Carmine. I built the relationship. I found the tenant. I closed it. Jerry had nothing to do with it.”

The room went quiet. Jerry’s smile faded. His hands tightened on the armrests.

“Come on, Nate,” Jerry said. His voice stayed light but something underneath it had gone rigid. “I gave you advice. I pointed you in the right direction. That’s part of mentoring, right? We’re all supposed to be helping each other out here.”

“You didn’t mentor me on this,” I said.

Jerry started to say something, then stopped.

“That’s what I thought,” Sal said.

Jerry turned to him. “Sal, look. I was just trying to give the kid some context. I’ve been doing this a long time. I know how these things work. Maybe I didn’t hand-hold him through every step, but I’ve set a standard here. He learned from watching me.”

“Watching you take credit for other people’s work?” Sal said.

The smile finally left Jerry’s face.

Sal leaned forward and rested his forearms on the desk. His voice stayed level but the edge underneath it came through clear.

“This happens too much with you, Jerry,” Sal said. “You’re a good enough broker that you don’t need to do this. You’ve got your own book. You’ve got your own deals. But every time a green hire starts producing, you find a way to attach yourself to it.”

Jerry’s face flushed. He uncrossed his leg and sat forward in the chair.

“Sal, that’s not fair. I’ve been busting my ass for this firm for fifteen years. I’ve brought in more revenue than anyone except you. I’ve earned the right to⁠—”

“To what?” Sal cut him off. “To take credit for deals you didn’t work? To skim effort off rookies who don’t know how to push back yet? Get the hell out of my office,” Sal said. “And get back to work.”

Jerry stood slowly. His face had gone tight and pale. He turned and walked out, his footsteps heavy on the carpet.

“Close the door,” Sal said.

I stepped inside and shut the door behind me.

“You need to understand something,” he said. “In this business, when you’re new, you usually need to kick up to the senior guys. That’s how it works. They bring you in on their deals, you do the grunt work, you learn, and you take a smaller split. It’s not fun, but it’s just the way it is. We all go through it. Then when you’re ready, you start working your own deals and you stop being the junior. That’s the path.”

I nodded.

“But this time,” Sal went on, “I’m going to back you up. Because this isn’t one of those situations. This is Carmine Rizzo. You walked into something nobody else could close. You did it on your own. And you deserve full credit for it.” He nodded at the folder in my hand. “Take that to Carmine. Walk him through the documents. Answer his questions, get his signature, bring it back here and we’ll move forward.”

“Thanks, Sal,” I said.


Chapter Thirty-Four




Iwalked to Carmine’s building with the folder tucked under my arm. The early spring air still had a cool bite to it, and the block was quiet in the middle of the day. I stopped outside the residential door beside the shuttered bakery and pressed the buzzer for his apartment.

The intercom crackled. “Yeah?”

“Mr. Rizzo, it’s Nate Latimer, from Sal’s. I’ve got the paperwork.”

A pause, then the lock buzzed. I pulled the door open and climbed the stairs to the second floor. Carmine stood in the doorway of his apartment. He stepped back to let me in.

The apartment surprised me. I’d expected something cluttered or worn, but the place was ordered and careful. A sofa and two chairs stood around a low table, family photos on the walls, a bookshelf full of cookbooks and what looked like decades of neighborhood phone directories. The windows faced the street, and the light came through clean and bright.

“Sit,” Carmine said.

I sat on the sofa. Carmine settled into one of the chairs across from me. I opened the folder and pulled out the Letter of Intent and the purchase agreement, then set them on the table between us.

“This is the Letter of Intent,” I said. “It lays out the basic terms: the purchase price we discussed, the deposit amount, the timeline for inspections and closing. It’s not the final contract, but it’s what starts the process. Once you and Jose both sign this, we move forward with the purchase agreement.”

Carmine leaned forward and picked up the letter. He read it slowly, his eyes moving down the page without hurry. I waited.

He set the letter down and looked at me. “What’s this contingency clause?”

“That’s the inspection period. Jose has thirty days to have the space inspected by a contractor or an engineer. If they find something major that needs fixing, he has the right to renegotiate the price or walk away. It protects him in case there’s a structural issue you didn’t know about.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the building.”

“I believe you. But the clause is standard. It protects both sides.”

Carmine nodded. He picked up the purchase agreement next and read through it the same way, page by page. I answered his questions as they came. What the escrow account meant. How the title search worked. What happened if one party defaulted. He asked good questions, the kind that told me he understood what he was signing.

When he finished reading, he set the documents back on the table. He sat there for a moment, his hands folded in his lap.

“You got a pen?” he asked.

I pulled a pen from my pocket and handed it to him. Carmine leaned forward, flipped to the signature page on the Letter of Intent, and signed his name in a careful, deliberate script. Then he moved to the purchase agreement and signed that one too. He set the pen down and slid the documents back across the table.

“There,” he said. “It’s done.”

I picked up the papers and checked the signatures, then slid them back into the folder.

Carmine leaned back in his chair. He looked past me to the window, to the street outside. His face softened in a way I hadn’t seen before.

“You know,” he said, “for a long time, I thought the bakery was finished. That everything my father built, everything I kept going for decades, was just going to end. And I made my peace with that. Or I told myself I did.” He looked back at me. “But now, for the first time in a long time, I’m excited about the future. I’m going to see that window lit up again. I’m going to see the name stay on the glass. And I’m going to watch a young man who actually cares about the craft take it forward.”

His voice caught slightly on the last sentence. He cleared his throat and straightened in his chair.

“Thank you,” he said. “For not giving up on this.”

My throat tightened. I held his gaze.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

Carmine stood. I stood with him. He walked me to the door and held it open.

“Let me know when Jose signs,” he said.

“I will.”

I stepped into the hallway. Carmine closed the door behind me.

I walked back down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk. I stood for a moment and looked at the boarded storefront and thought about what Carmine had said.

For the first time in a long time, I’m excited about the future.

I realized I felt the same way. I’d been in New York for several months now. I’d started on a couch in Ridgewood with nothing, no plan, no direction, and no idea what I was doing.

But with this first signed deal, I was well on the way toward the goals I’d set for myself.

I was building something.

Piece by piece, step by step, the life I wanted was starting to come together.

And even better, I had two women who were rooting for me.

Maybe three, if I was reading Julie right.

I pulled out my phone and opened the camera app. I set the folder on the hood of a parked car, flipped it open, and took a picture of the signed Letter of Intent. The signature line came through clear in the frame. I saved the photo and opened my messages.

The group chat with Shannon and Michelle sat at the top of the list. I attached the photo and typed out a message.

“Closed my first deal.”

I sent it.

Then I opened Julie’s thread. I’d mentioned Carmine to her before, so she knew I’d been working on this. I attached the same photo and typed another message.

“Thought you’d want to see this. First real deal. Closed today.”

I sent that one too.


Chapter Thirty-Five




Rob walked through the door at eight-thirty. He spotted me behind the bar and raised a hand in greeting. I finished pouring a Manhattan for the woman at the end of the rail, delivered it, then moved down to where Rob had taken his usual seat.

“Evening.” Rob settled onto the stool and unbuttoned his jacket. “Your text said you had good news. Is it what I think it is?”

I pulled a rocks glass from the shelf and filled it with ice, then started making his usual.

“First one’s on me tonight,” I said.

Rob looked at the glass, then back at me. One eyebrow lifted.

“That kind of news?”

I finished making his drink and set it in front of him.

“I closed my first deal.”

Rob’s face broke into a grin. He picked up the glass and raised it.

“Congratulations,” he said. “I knew you’d get there. But that was fast as hell. I wasn’t expecting it that quick.”

“Thanks.”

Rob set his glass down. “Tell me about it.”

I gave him the short version of the Carmine Rizzo saga. Rob listened without interrupting. When I finished, he nodded slowly.

“That’s a hell of a first deal,” he said. “Most rookies close some chain tenant in a strip mall and call it a win. You closed a legacy sale to an independent operator who actually gives a damn about the space. That’s impressive.”

“It feels like it,” I said. “Carmine’s been grieving that bakery for two years. Watching him sign the paperwork, seeing what it meant to him, that was something I wasn’t expecting.”

“That’s the part of this business nobody tells you about,” Rob said. “The deals that actually mean something, the ones that change someone’s life or save something they care about, those are the ones you remember twenty years later. The rest is just noise.”

A couple walked in and took a table near the window. I excused myself and went over to greet them, took their drink order, then came back to the bar to make their cocktails. Rob sipped his drink and watched me work.

When I delivered the drinks and returned, Rob picked up where we’d left off.

“So what’s next?” he asked.

“The commission will take a while to come in,” I said. “Probably a couple of months, maybe longer depending on how fast the sale moves through. And when it does, it won’t be enough to let me quit this place yet. But it’ll be a good start.”

Rob nodded. “That’s how it works. The first commission always feels like it takes forever. You close the deal, then the whole time you’re wondering if something’s going to blow up and kill it. But once it closes and the check clears, it’s the best feeling in the world.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“You should be.” Rob finished his drink and set the glass down. “But don’t sit around waiting for it to happen. You’ve got the first one. Now you just repeat. Find the next Carmine. Find the next… what was his name? Jose? Keep building relationships, keep showing up. The second deal is easier than the first because you already know you can do it. The third one’s easier than the second. By the time you hit five or six, it stops being scary and starts being your job.”

I made him a second drink without asking and set it in front of him.

“I knew you’d pull this off,” he said. “Never doubted you for a minute.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “And I appreciate you pointing me toward the real estate course.”

Rob waved a hand. “I just told you what was already there. You did the rest.”

“Still. Thank you.”

Rob raised his glass again. “You’re welcome. Now go close another one.”


Chapter Thirty-Six




Shannon and Michelle walked through the door a little past nine. A grin pulled at my face as I spotted them from behind the bar. They moved through the crowd toward me, and Shannon waved when she caught my eye.

“Congratulations,” Shannon said, beaming, as she slid onto a stool.

Michelle took the seat beside her. She wore a dark blazer over a simple top, her hair down.

“First deal,” she said. “That’s a big deal.”

“Thanks,” I said. “What are you two drinking?”

“Surprise us,” Shannon said.

“Make it good,” Michelle added.

I reached for the bottle of Hendrick’s and made them both gin and tonics with fresh lime and cucumber. I set the drinks in front of them.

Shannon raised her glass. “To Nate. First deal closed.”

Michelle clinked her glass against Shannon’s, then against mine when I grabbed my water. They both drank, and Shannon set her glass down with a satisfied sigh.

“How does it feel?” Michelle asked.

“Hard to explain,” I said. “I don’t think it’s fully registered yet.”

Michelle nodded. “That’s what it should feel like.”

Sam came out from the back with a tray of dirty glasses. He set it on the bar and grinned when he spotted the two of them.

“Well, look who it is,” he said. “Shannon and Michelle.”

“Hey, Sam,” Shannon said.

Michelle tipped her glass toward him. “Good to see you again.”

“You too.” He nodded at the drinks in front of them, then at me. “Let me guess. You’re here celebrating our boy.”

“Of course.”

“The big first one.”

“There’s always a big first one,” Michelle said.

Shannon gave her a look, then it registered what she’d just said.

“And on that note, I’ll leave you all to it.” With a grin, Sam grabbed the tray and carried it toward the dish station. Shannon watched him go, then turned back to me.

“I like your new roommate,” Michelle said.

“Now he thinks you’re a giant pervert,” Shannon told her.

“I was set up.”

I moved down the bar to take an order from another customer. Back at the bar, Shannon and Michelle sat close together, their heads bent in conversation.

That’s when Julie walked in.

She wore a fitted sweater and jeans. She scanned the room until her eyes found me, and she smiled. I raised a hand and she moved toward the bar.

“Hey,” she said when she reached me.

“Hey.”

“First deal,” she said. “That’s amazing.”

“Thanks. What can I get you?”

“Glass of the Sancerre?”

I poured the wine and set it in front of her. She took a sip, then looked down the bar toward Shannon and Michelle. She hesitated for a second, something flickering in her expression, uncertainty maybe, or nerves.

“Go sit with them,” I said. “They’ll be happy to see you.”

Julie glanced at me, then back at Shannon and Michelle. She picked up her glass and walked over. Shannon spotted her coming and broke into a grin. She stood and pulled Julie into a quick hug. Michelle stood and hugged her too.

Julie slid onto the stool between them. The three of them settled into conversation. Julie was tense at first, her posture a little too straight, her smile a little too polite. But Shannon said something that made her laugh, and Michelle leaned in and said something else, and within a few minutes Julie’s shoulders relaxed and she looked like she’d been sitting there all night.

This was the first time Julie had seen the girls since we’d slept together. It was natural for her to come in with her guard up. But Shannon and Michelle were quick to put her at ease, just as I knew they would be.

I went back to work. I poured drinks, cleared glasses, checked on tables. Every time I glanced over, the three of them had drawn closer together, deep in some conversation of their own. At one point Michelle said something and all three turned to look at me. They looked away quickly, but not before the smiles gave them away.

They’re talking about me, I thought.

The thought sent a slow warmth through me.

I poured another round of drinks and brought them over.

“Thanks,” Julie said.

“You’re welcome.”

I went back to the bar and let them talk.

The night wore on. The crowd thinned. By eleven, most of the tables had cleared out and only a handful of regulars remained at the bar. Sam wiped down the back counter and started cleaning out the espresso machine. I moved through the last of the cleanup and checked the time.

One more hour.

I walked over to Shannon, Michelle, and Julie. They looked up as I approached, and Shannon leaned forward on her elbows.

“So,” she said. Her voice dropped to a low, teasing tone. “We’re a little jealous.”

“Of what?” I asked.

“Julie got to see your new apartment,” Shannon said. “We haven’t been invited yet.”

I looked at Julie. She sipped her wine and said nothing, but she was smiling into the glass.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s my bad. Been busy and all that. But we should do it soon.”

“How about tonight?” Michelle asked.

I looked at her.

“We’re thinking we should continue the celebration,” Michelle said. “Your first deal deserves more than a drink at the bar.”

Julie’s eyes met mine, and the mischief in them was unmistakable now. I thought about the conversation I’d missed, the looks they’d exchanged, the way all three of them had been sitting together all night.

I remembered the last time Shannon and Michelle had celebrated something with me, the night I passed the real estate exam.

I knew what they’d been talking about.

I knew what Michelle was suggesting.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let me talk to Sam.”

I walked to the back. Sam stood at the dish station and stacked clean glasses on a shelf. I stopped beside him.

“Hey,” I said. “Any chance you’re staying at Hannah’s tonight?”

Sam glanced at me. “I wasn’t planning to. Why?”

He looked past me toward the bar. His eyes landed on Julie, Michelle, and Shannon. The gears turned in his head.

“We’re going to have an orgy,” I said bluntly.

Sam blinked. He looked at me, then back at the women, then at me again. Then he pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped the screen. He held it to his ear.

“Hey, babe,” he said. “Change of plans. I’m coming to stay at your place tonight.”

He listened for a second, then grinned.

“Yeah, I’ll tell you when I’m heading over. Love you too.”

He hung up and slid the phone back into his pocket.

“I appreciate it,” I said.

“Never let it be said that I’m a cockblock,” he said.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




The four of us left Linden after close and made our way back to my place. Shannon hooked her arm through mine on one side and Michelle took the other, and Julie walked a half step ahead, quiet, her hands pushed into the pockets of her jeans. Nobody said much, but the silence had the same charge in it I’d felt walking home from Brandt Hall, except tonight there were four of us carrying it.

Inside, I flipped on a lamp. Julie stood near the middle of the living room and looked around the way she had the first time. Shannon and Michelle took it in too since it was their first time being there.

“So this is the place,” Shannon said.

“This is it.”

“How does it feel, not living like a raccoon anymore?” Michelle asked.

“Better than I can tell you,” I said.

Shannon shrugged off her coat and dropped onto the couch like she’d already decided it was hers. Michelle took the armchair, crossed her legs, and looked at Julie with a slow, wicked smile.

“Okay,” Michelle said. “New apartment. I think that calls for an initiation.”

“We’ve already kind of done an initiation for this apartment,” Julie said.

“I know, and we’re jealous as hell,” Shannon said, grinning. “I’m making this up as I go but yes. An audition might be a better word for it.”

“That sounds intense,” Julie said.

“We already like you, so relax,” Shannon said. “But Michelle and I have been talking. We want to watch you and Nate.”

Julie didn’t seem put off by that at all. In fact, she seemed to have almost been expecting it.

“Yeah, Nate did mention you two have a watching kink,” Julie said.

“Pretty much. If we like what we see, we’ll let you keep seeing him. With us.”

“And if you don’t?”

“Then we’ll be crushed,” Michelle said, “and probably join in anyway.”

Julie looked at me, and I could see the nerves, but she was fighting a smile now too.

“You okay with this?” I asked her, low, just to her.

She held my eyes a second. Then the corner of her mouth curled.

“Fine,” she said. “Let’s do this audition that you two just invented.”

I took her hand and led her toward the bedroom, and Shannon and Michelle got up and followed.

In the bedroom, Shannon pulled the chair over from the corner, turned it to face the bed, and sat. Michelle boosted herself up onto the dresser a few feet away and made herself comfortable. Both of them had a clear line on the bed and looked ready to enjoy it. Julie stood at the edge of the bed and looked at the two of them, then at me.

I crossed to her, put a hand on her waist, and dropped my voice so it was just for the two of us again.

“You can call it off anytime,” I said. “This is just how we like to play, but I know it’s not for everyone.”

“I know,” she said, and let a long silence linger before saying, “Now quit stalling. Your judges are waiting.”

I kissed her, one hand at her jaw and the other at the small of her back, and I felt the tension in her turn from nerves into something more fluid.

I slid my hands under the hem of her sweater and up the bare skin of her back, and she shivered and pressed closer. I took my time there, up her spine and back down, and only when her breathing changed did I draw the sweater up and off. She wore a pink bra underneath.

I kissed her again, down the side of her neck this time, and worked a hand into her hair while the other went to the button of her jeans. I got it open slow, and I felt her stomach tighten under my knuckles, and I eased the jeans down her hips a little at a time until she could step out of them. Her pink panties matched her bra. And then she stood in front of the two of them in nothing but her underwear, small and full and flushed.

“Okay,” Shannon said quietly. “I see the appeal.”

Julie huffed a laugh, but it came out unsteady.

“Turn her a little,” Michelle said, tipping her hand. “You’re blocking the good part.”

I put my hands on Julie’s hips and turned her a quarter, so the two of them had a better line of sight.

“What do you want next?” Julie asked them.

Her question excited me. It meant she was willing to embrace our little hobby.

“I want him to take off your bra,” Michelle said.

I unhooked it and drew it off, and Julie let it fall, and Michelle made a low sound of approval from the foot of the bed.

“We’ve been dying to see your tits since the night we met you,” Shannon admitted.

“Everyone’s always dying to see my tits,” Julie said, and we all laughed.

“What should we have them do next?” Michelle asked Shannon.

“She needs a little reward,” Shannon said. “So Nate should go down on her.”

I didn’t need to be told twice.

I laid Julie back on the bed and drew her underwear down her legs and off, and then she was bare in front of all three of us.

I knelt on the bed and kissed the inside of one knee, then higher, up the soft skin of her thigh, slow, the way I had the first time. She was breathing hard before I’d touched her anywhere that counted, and I felt her fighting to hold still under the weight of being watched, her whole body drawn tight with the effort of it.

I kissed higher, right up to where she wanted me and then not quite, and she made a low, frustrated sound and pushed her hips up after my mouth.

“Look at that,” Michelle said from the dresser. “She wants it so bad.”

“He’s making her wait,” Shannon said. “He always does that.”

I drew her legs up over my shoulders, settled in close, and brought my mouth to her.

The first sound she made came out clipped, bitten in half, like she’d caught it and refused to let the rest go. There were two other people in the room to hear her do it, and I felt her try to stay composed.

I didn’t hurry any of it. I worked her slow, found the rhythm her body gave up to me, and stayed on it. Her hand found my hair and gripped. Her heel dug into my back. Her thigh started to shake against the side of my face and she went still to stop it and held her breath, as if she could keep some last piece of herself back from the room.

“She’s still fighting it,” Shannon said, quieter now. She’d leaned forward in the chair with her chin on her hand.

“She won’t win,” Michelle said.

I flattened my tongue and dragged it slow, then went tighter and quicker where it made her hips jump, and I slid a hand up over her stomach to feel it clench. She was close and holding it off out of pure stubbornness now, and the room had gone quiet around us.

I slid two fingers into her and curled them, and that was the end of the fight.

Whatever she’d been holding behind her teeth tore free. She came with her fist knotted in my hair and her heels locked at my back.

I eased her down and pressed one more kiss to the inside of her thigh before I lifted my head. Julie lay sprawled across the bed with her chest heaving and her hair everywhere, one arm thrown up over her eyes. Then she moved it and turned her face toward the two women watching her, caught somewhere between embarrassed and a good deal bolder than she’d been when she walked in.

“Well?” she said, once she had the breath for it.

Shannon sat back in the chair and pretended to weigh it. “Strong open.”

“Very strong,” Michelle agreed. “Now let’s see the rest of it.”

“What’s the rest of it?” Julie asked.

Michelle turned to me. “Fuck her, Nate.”

I stood up off the bed and stripped, and I took my time about it, because all three of them were watching me do it now. Julie propped herself up on her elbows to see. I caught the other two watching her watch me. I pulled my shirt over my head, got my belt open, and stepped out of the rest, and when I straightened up Julie’s eyes had gone dark and fixed on me.

I positioned myself on top of her. She opened her legs and pulled me between them, and I braced on a forearm, reached down, and notched myself against her. She was already slick from everything already. I pushed in a little at first, watched her face as she got used to it, and then went in the rest of the way.

“God,” she breathed.

I held there, buried deep, and let her stretch and settle around me before I moved at all.

Then I started to move, slow and deep, and Julie wrapped her legs around me and met me on every stroke. She’d left her nerves somewhere back in the last few minutes. Now she had three sets of eyes on her, and instead of shrinking from it she leaned all the way in, and the reserve she’d carried through the front door turned over into its opposite. She held onto me and rolled her hips up to take me deeper and let out every sound she’d swallowed an hour ago.

“Harder,” she said, and there was nothing quiet about it.

I got a hand under the small of her back, tilted her hips up, and drove into her, and the bed knocked against the wall on every stroke. In the chair, Shannon had gone still, her eyes fixed on the two of us. On the dresser, Michelle had shifted, and one hand had drifted down to rest on her own thigh, and she wasn’t pretending to be an impartial judge anymore.

“She’s a natural at this,” Michelle said, low.

“Put her on her knees, facing us,” Shannon said. “We want the whole show.”

I pulled out, and Julie rolled herself onto her knees facing the two of them. I gripped her hips and pushed back into her from behind, and the new angle drove me deeper, and she dropped to her forearms with a groan. Now she was looking straight at the other two, and they were looking straight back at her.

She didn’t look away. She held their eyes and let them have all of it.

“Look at her,” Shannon said, quiet now. Her chin had come off her hand.

I wound one hand into her hair and drew her head up so the two of them had all of her face, and I brought the other around to her throat the way I’d learned she liked, not hard, just enough. Her whole body clenched around me and she made a sound she didn’t try to hide from anyone in the room.

“Oh, she likes being choked,” Shannon said, delighted.

“Making a mental note of that,” Michelle said.

I kept my hand at her throat and worked her hard and steady, and I felt her start to climb, and this time I didn’t ease off to draw it out.

Julie came with her eyes still locked on the two women watching her, a broken cry wrenching out of her, and I held her up through all of it until she went loose in my hands and I lowered her back down to the mattress.

Shannon stood up from the chair.

“That’s a pass,” she said. “Unanimous.”

“Was there ever a question?” Julie managed, wrecked, her cheek against the sheet and a loose grin on her face.

“No,” Michelle said. She slid down off the dresser and reached for the hem of her top. “But the audition’s over. We’re done watching.”

They undressed where they stood. Shannon pulled her dress up over her head and dropped it on the chair. Michelle got the blazer off and stripped out of the rest, and then the two of them were bare and the whole balance of the room tipped. Julie pushed herself up on the bed and turned to watch them, and whatever last thread of outsider had still been holding in her let go.

I sat back against the headboard, and the three of them crawled toward me on the bed and settled in around me. I’d never had anything like this, all of it at once, and I made myself stop a second and take it in, three women gathered around me in the lamplight.

Shannon dropped onto me and took all of me at once, and the sound she made was pure satisfaction.

“Been sitting in that chair too long,” she said.

Julie and Michelle settled in on either side of me, and while Shannon started to ride I turned and drew Michelle’s nipple into my mouth, then reached across and slid my fingers between Julie’s legs, still slick and sensitive from me fucking her, and she gasped and pressed into my hand. I had all three of them under my hands and mouth at once. Nobody sat out. Nobody waited a turn.

Shannon rode me, her weight coming down hard on every stroke. Julie propped herself against my side and watched.

Shannon ground down hard and chased her own finish, and I planted my feet and drove up into her to meet it, and she came with her nails raking down my chest and a cry that filled the room. She rode the last of it out, breathing hard, then lifted off and dropped onto her back beside us with a long, satiated groan.

Michelle didn’t give me second’s break. She swung over me, lowered herself by inches, and then she rode me with that controlled, unhurried patience of hers, her eyes on mine the whole way. Where Shannon took, Michelle savored. She set a deep, deliberate rhythm and held it, and she watched my face for every reaction and adjusted to draw more out of me. Shannon curled in loose and on the side of me that Michelle had vacated while Julie pressed against the other.

Julie leaned across me and kissed me while Michelle rode, then pulled back to watch the last of it.

Michelle rode me deep and slow, in complete command of it, right up until her own finish rolled up on her and took the command away. Even then she barely broke rhythm. She ground down and let it move through her in a long, shuddering wave, and her eyes finally slipped shut, and she rode every second of it out before she opened them again.

Then she lifted off, and looked at Julie.

“Come here,” she said. “You’ve got your breath back. This one’s yours to finish.”

Julie eased herself down onto me, and this time she took me with none of the restraint she’d started the night with. Shannon fit against one side of me and Michelle against the other, the two of them flanking her now instead of the other way around. She rode me harder and chased it, and I kept my hands on the two women beside me and my hips driving up into Julie.

The heat had climbed in me for real by then, with the three of them close around me. Julie must’ve felt it because she slowed on top of me.

“He’s close,” she said.

“Then let’s finish him properly,” Shannon said, and pushed herself up.

Julie lifted off, and the three of them arranged themselves the way I’d have been too greedy to ask for out loud. They came down off the bed and knelt in a row on the floor at the edge of it, Shannon and Michelle and Julie, and they tipped their faces up at me and waited.

I stood in front of them and took myself in my hand, still slick from all three of them, and I looked down the line in the lamplight.

Three faces turned up.

Three sets of eyes stayed on me and nowhere else.

I stroked myself hard and fast, and not one of them looked away from it.

“Go ahead,” Shannon said.

“All of us,” Michelle said.

Julie didn’t say a word. She just opened her mouth like the other two and waited to be counted as one of them.

I let go.

It tore up through me, and I moved down the line and gave each of them their share while they knelt there and took it. It caught them high and low, across their open mouths and their chins, down their throats, over their breasts, and I stroked out every last pulse until I had nothing left to give.

When I was done I stepped back and looked at them. The three of them knelt in a row in the lamplight, marked with me, streaks of white across their chins and down their necks and over their tits, and the mess of it glistened on their skin. All three of them looked up at me then, Shannon and Michelle and Julie side by side, letting me see the whole of what I’d done.

I stood over them and felt the entire night land at once.

The three of them studied each other, as if trying to decide who had gotten the most. Then they started to laugh.
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Afterward, the four of us ended up tangled together across the bed, Julie in the middle of it now instead of the edge. A hand found mine in the dark and held it.

I lay there and let the whole weight of it settle on me.

Julie shifted against my side and pressed her mouth to my shoulder.

“So,” she said. “Is that the whole audition, or is there a part two?”

“This is part two,” Michelle said. “Shannon and I were part one. You’re part two.”

“Okay, then, will there be a part three?” Julie asked.

“God I hope so,” I said, and they all cracked up laughing.

I pulled all three of them in closer.

To Be Continued…


Never Miss a New Release!


Sign up to be the first to know about discounts and when new books are released!

Tap Here to join the list on my website.

I will never send you spam, and you can unsubscribe at anytime.

If you are reading on an e-ink device (like me!) and the link above doesn’t want to load, simply grab your phone, tablet, or computer and visit:

raykingbooks.com/email-list


Also By Ray King


[image: ]


Jack came to the Gulf Coast to disappear, but two stunning older women are about to pull him into the deep end.

>> Start Reading Today <<

[image: ]


When Jack rallies an aging marina owner to resurrect his late father’s boat and take on the Gulf Coast’s reigning fishing champion, their scrappy underdog crew—and the three women who help him rebuild more than just a boat—discover that the biggest catches aren’t always the ones on the scale.

>> Start Reading Today <<

[image: ]



As a hurricane barrels toward Gulf Shores, Jack must protect the town, the marina, and the four women he loves—but the real storm he’s been running from is the secret grief he’s carried since his Coast Guard partner died, and the only way through it is to finally let someone in.

>> Start Reading Today <<


Also By Ray King


[image: ]


A fresh start in a mountain town brings a younger man into the crosshairs of two captivating older women—and a connection where breaking all the rules feels exactly right.

>> Start Reading Today <<

[image: ]


Lance already has his hands full with two insatiable women. But when a beautiful newcomer needs his help, he finds out his partners aren’t jealous—they’re curious.

>> Start Reading Today <<

[image: ]


Three women keep Lance’s nights full, but can he handle a buttoned-up widow who is finally ready to unravel? He intends to prove he can.

>> Start Reading Today <<


Thanks for Reading!


If you had fun, please consider leaving a review on Amazon.

Ratings and reviews help others who enjoy books like these to discover them.

- Ray King


About the Author


Ray King writes contemporary slice-of-life harem romance for men. Because as the old saying goes… write what you know. Ray lives his life outnumbered, and he loves every minute of it.

Feel free to get in touch by firing off an email to:

king@raykingbooks.com

Website:

raykingbooks.com

OEBPS/image_rsrc3EY.jpg
‘ RAYKING BOOK ONE

i

'/
» (o L=
A CONTEMPORARY HAHEM\RDMANEE,
3 o | L—q





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EZ.jpg
-
RAYKING™ ~“H

‘LL FUR
% 9:7//4

CUNTEMPUHEHfIm RDMANEE





OEBPS/image_rsrc3F0.jpg
HAL NG HUUSTHEE

L FOR :
7‘6’//

= A L'DNTEMPURARXJ-IAHEM RDMANEE





OEBPS/image_rsrc3ET.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright


    		Never Miss a New Release!


    		Also by Ray King


    		Contents


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Chapter 13


    		Chapter 14


    		Chapter 15


    		Chapter 16


    		Chapter 17


    		Chapter 18


    		Chapter 19


    		Chapter 20


    		Chapter 21


    		Chapter 22


    		Chapter 23


    		Chapter 24


    		Chapter 25


    		Chapter 26


    		Chapter 27


    		Chapter 28


    		Chapter 29


    		Chapter 30


    		Chapter 31


    		Chapter 32


    		Chapter 33


    		Chapter 34


    		Chapter 35


    		Chapter 36


    		Chapter 37


    		Never Miss a New Release!


    		Also By Ray King


    		Also By Ray King


    		Thanks for Reading!


    		About the Author


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237






OEBPS/font_rsrc3ES.ttf


OEBPS/font_rsrc3ER.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc3EU.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EV.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EW.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EX.jpg





