
        
            
                
            
        

    















I flopped down and snuggled deep into the old, soft couch in the front of the double-wide. Haley, Ciara, and Ruby, on the other hand, were full of energy. They bounded up and down the couch and all over the room getting snacks and drinks, crawling over my lap, pushing themselves into my sides, and tussling my hair, and squealing and laughing. They poked me with their tongues and twisted their hands into my neck and sides and legs. It was like being thrown into a box full of hungry kittens. I felt truly twice their 22 years on nights like that.
They loved getting into their satin camis at the end of a long day on our desert spread, or their long t-shirts or whatever else they had for night-clothes — they seemed to have come armed with a lot of choices. They loved most of all modeling them for me. This night they shrieked with delight trying to snatch at each others’ shorts or pull off each other’s tops, and they used me, splayed on the couch, to hide behind or to implore to help defend them, squeezing behind me or rolling carelessly over my lap. More than once each of them “slipped” with their hands landing directly on my groin, where they squeezed me and tugged on me and said things like “oops” and “sorry!”
They were in a higher state that particular night, ramped up on something I didn’t know what, but they were more frolicsome than usual. That might have been in part not just because I was, by contrast, more tired than usual, which always seemed to amuse them, but I was particularly reserved that night, as well. I felt reticent and wary. The car that had come up the road out front eventually left, but not before lingering, idling, out there, all shaded windows and low, rumbling motor.
I struggled to get my mind off it and grabbed Ruby around the ribs and pulled her into my lap where she flung her bare limbs out and shrieked at her two attackers. She was wearing very tight, very low-riding white shorts and a football shirt, crop-cut high enough up that the bottom swells of her breasts became exposed whenever she moved and stretched. She squirmed in my lap and laughed and leaned her head back into my neck and draped her short black and straight hair over my shoulder, laughing and twisting in wild spasms all over me.
Ciara and Haley each seized one of her arms and struggled to pull her up and off me, but they were laughing too hard to bring much strength to the task, and both collapsed onto their knees on the floor in front of the couch, breathless and laughing. Ciara was wearing a blond-hair-enhancing gold shimmering cami top that only reached down to the bottom of her ribs, and loose, matching shorts with wide frills around the legs. Haley was in a black, form-fitting body suit. Defeated, Ciara and Haley huffed and puffed and climbed up into the couch beside me where Ruby sank back deeper into me, and they all laid their heads on my shoulders and finally settled down.
“What do you think that car was doing out front?” Haley finally said, seemingly able to read my mind.
I wrapped my arm around the back of her bare shoulders and kissed the side of her head through her straight, brunette hair. “Not sure, girlfriend,” I said.
“Hey,” Ciara said in mock protest. She pressed her lips into my neck. “I thought I was your girlfriend,” she moaned privately against my skin there and she cupped her hand over my balls.
Ruby twisted around in my lap and spread her legs around my hips to sink sleepily forward into my chest, arching her back and laying her face sideways in my neck. “We don’t know who his girlfriend is for tonight yet, he still has to pick one of us,” she said in a softly lilting voice.
“This seems so fucked up to me,” I said. “I don’t get it.”
Ruby sleepily lifted her face up to mine and sank her tongue into my mouth. Haley on my right side stretched and twisted to press her lips into my neck under my ear. Ciara on my left side got up on to kneel on her calves and she draped her arms around my neck and placed a hundred little kisses all over the side of my face and neck.
“Your just fun for us, silly,” Ruby said to me. “It’s okay because we like each other.”
Haley chuckled quietly against my right ear. “A lot!” she said with a whisper and she chuckled.
Ruby snorted at what Haley said and she pushed her face out from my neck to find Haley’s mouth with her own, and they necked vigorously in front of my chest.
“You’re so bad!” Ruby said to Haley. She turned her face back to mine and hung herself from her arms stretched straight out with her fingers entwined in the back of my neck. “She keeps making me cum so hard!” she said as though it was a bother, a complaint. She frowned at me and grunted.
“Like you don’t start it,” Haley said to her, and they playfully pushed hands at each other and started to lightly wrestle over me all over again.
“They’re both so immature, aren’t they,” Ciara said through a wide, crooked grin on my other side. “Not like me and you, right boyfriend?”
Ruby gasped at Ciara and flared her eyes wide at her and dropped her mouth even wider open. “Oh my god, Ciara!” she said. “Me and Haley might fuck the man,” she said, “and good, too, I  might add,” she said turning to me. “But you — you make love to him, girl!” she said, and she narrowed her eyes and shook her head in mock disappointment. “We could hear everything last night, you know!”
It was Ciara’s turn to gasp back at her, but she was also blushing and trying to hide it with her hands cupped over her face. She kicked her foot out at Ruby’s thigh where it stretched around my hip. “Like he and I couldn’t hear you and Haley going at it all night!” she said.
Ruby closed her eyes and smirked and pushed her face back into my neck higher up under my ear. “Could you really hear us?” she said to me and she chuckled. “Haley makes me cum so hard all the time!” she groaned privately and directly into my ear. “It’s like, oh my god!”
Ruby bit her lip and widened her eyes at mine before her body began to recede from mine like a tide going out from a wide beach, and she came down onto her knees between my feet. Haley chuckled and stuck her tongue out at Ruby, and she and Ciara both twisted at the button in my shorts and at the fly, and they opened my pants together. Haley extracted my cock from inside my underwear and stroked it lightly with her hand.
Ciara laughed and inhaled with a squeal through her hands held in prayer-form over her face. “Ruby you’re such a slut, you’re always sucking the poor man’s cock!” she said.
Ruby only snorted and pushed her hands up over my thighs and ducked her head down into my lap. With Haley holding my cock straight up, Ruby pushed her lips down against the tip of the head. Ciara flopped into the cushion beside me and lifted her hips up to pull her gold satin shorts down her legs and off. She hooked her knee over my leg and spread her thighs like Ruby had spread mine.
“Do me too!” she said.
Haley jumped up and went down on her knees and walked around behind Ruby and up to the front of the couch between Ciara’s legs. “I will!” she said.
“Oh my god!” Ciara groaned to herself into her hands.
I looked over my shoulder at her and she turned her face to mine. We kissed romantically just as Ruby pushed her soft, warm, and wet lips down the length of my cock. Haley at the same time pressed the flat of her soft, warm, and wet tongue against the front of Ciara’s bare pussy.
“Don’t tell me you three haven’t done this before,” I said to Ciara.
“Nuh-uh,” she said. “It’s your hot-spring water, I think,” Ciara said. Her body flinched and she moaned and dragged her lips over my lips. Her eyes half closed. Her breath fell over my face. “It’s turning us into I don’t know what.”
Ruby rose and fell in my lap and her lips, tight around my shaft, dragged up and down over my  most sensitive skin while her tongue swirled around my shaft inside her mouth. She moaned and sent vibrations through my spine. Haley moaned, too, and lapped at Ciara’s pussy beside me.
“Does that feel good, when she moans on you like that?” I said to Ciara.
“Fuck yeah,” she said in a nearly silent gasp.
“Switch!” Ruby suddenly shouted with a laugh, and her and Haley tumbled over each other and came up again between Ciara’s and my legs. They giggled and kissed each other deeply, before Ruby sank her face down into Ciara’s lap. Haley dragged her tongue up my cock from the base to the tip, and sank her lips down over the head, and consumed me deeply in her mouth.
“Oh fuck,” Ciara moaned at me. “She feels so different, too,” she groaned.
She and I kissed loosely and sloppily, our tongues wrestling. I was unable to talk — Haley was sucking me so hard and smoothly and tightly. Suddenly Ciara strained in her neck and stiffened in her body. Her toes curled and her fingernails dug into the skin of my hand she was still holding.
“Fuck Ruby!” she cried with a wincing desperation. Her body suddenly bounced on the couch with electrical-like spasms and she grunted long and hard at the ceiling with her head pressed back into the cushions behind her.
When she sank down, flaccid and spent, Ruby lifted her face from between her legs, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and chuckled at me with the tip of her tongue pinched between her grinning teeth.
“Made you cum!” she sang up to Ciara full of show-boating pride. She yanked at Haley’s mane of straight brunette hair. “Don’t make our boyfriend cum yet,” she said. “He still has to pick who he’s going to fuck tonight!”
Haley pulled off me and I spasmed and gasped at the sudden detachment. All three girls hopped up and darted to the kitchen to get water and snacks and other drinks. I struggled up from the couch and came into the kitchen too. I curled one hand around Haley’s back and leaned over to kiss Ruby on the mouth. Ciara pulled herself up on the edge of the counter and pulled her knees up to catch her heels on the edge. I turned to her and pushed her knees down to spread her legs open wide over the top of the counter. While she stuffed a cracker with cheese into her mouth sloppily, laughing and shrieking and spitting crumbs, I pushed my cock, still straining and hard, into her pussy. I might have been confused about what was going on between the four of us and how it could be like that, but I was also losing my reticence about taking part in it fully and with less reservation all the time. I couldn’t fight them. They were taking me further down into their strange, new world. If I was drowning, it was an exquisite death I was experiencing.
Haley laughed and pulled herself up onto the edge of the counter beside Ciara, and she also pulled her knees up to catch her heels on the edge of the counter. “Whose pussy is tighter?” she said, and she squealed.
I pulled my cock out of Ciara’s pussy and she covered it with her hand as though now was the time to be shy about it, and I pushed my cock, slick with Ciara’s pussy dew, into Haley’s pussy. Her and Ciara leaned back on their arms behind themselves and lashed their tongues at each other and chuckled and moaned.
“My turn, my turn!” Ruby shouted, and she pulled herself up onto the counter beside Haley and spread her legs the same way. She was the last one to ever show any shyness about anything.
I pulled my cock out of Haley’s pussy. Strings of pussy saliva stretched from her pussy lips to the head of my glistening cock. I steered myself sideways to poke my wet cock into the flowing-wet folds of Ruby’s swollen and running pussy. Ruby tugged Haley’s face by the chin to pull her mouth off of Ciara’s mouth and toward her so that she could kiss her like Ciara was kissing her.
“You have to kiss the girl he’s fucking,” Ruby said with a plaintive groan. She was always making up rules on the fly like that.
Haley snorted at her and buried her tongue deep in her mouth. I pulled my cock out of Ruby’s pussy and pushed it into Haley’s pussy.
“Who do you think can take him deepest in our mouths?” Ruby said to Haley.
Haley, her voice jolted from each time I struck her groin with my hips, laughed and pulled herself off my cock and spun herself around. “Taste test!” she cried out loud, and on her back, she hung her head upside-down over the edge of the counter. Ruby and Ciara laughed and joined her, so that all three girls’ heads hung upside down facing me over the edge of the counter. Brunette, blonde, and black curtains of hair hung down the front of the cabinets.
“You have to fuck our mouths until we gag!” Ruby said, and they all opened their mouths invitingly and held each other’s hands.
I stuck my cock into Ciara’s mouth first, slowly and deeply, far enough that I could see a lump rise in her throat. When I pulled out, Ruby leapt up off the counter and ran out of the kitchen. “Wait a sec!” she cried out loud.
“She loves her taste tests,” Haley said, and she shrugged and laughed.
Ruby came back with three distinct shades of lipstick. She laughed as she painted Ciara’s lips, then Haley’s lips, and then her own lips, each in a different shade. “The one who gets their lipstick furthest up his cock wins!” she said, and she hurried back up onto the counter and laid back down on her back to hang her head. “Do Ciara again!” she said.
I sank myself into Ciara’s mouth even deeper. She pressed her lips hard around the base of my cock. When I pulled out, they all laughed and looked at the ring of burgundy lipstick she planted around my shaft.
“My turn!” Haley shouted, and she opened her frosted pink mouth. I stepped over and pushed my cock into her mouth. She reached up and over her head and sank her fingers into the flesh of the back of my thighs to pressure me into sinking my cock deeper into her mouth.
I pushed my hips forward and, like Ciara, I saw a lump in Haley’s throat rise. When I came out, everyone looked at my cock. Haley shrieked and pumped her fist in the air. Her ring of frosted pink lipstick was a millimeter or two further up around my cock than Ciara’s ring of burgundy lipstick.
I stepped over to Ruby’s waiting mouth. “Keep pushing even if I gag,” she said.
“No fair!” Ciara said. “If you gag, you’re out!”
I pushed my cock into her mouth. Her body was smaller than Ciara’s and Haley’s and her mouth was smaller, too. I went slowly, but she kept tapping her bare stomach to tell me to keep going. I saw her throat rise like the others, but still she tapped her tummy. I continued pushing. When she finally tapped my hip, I pulled out and she started coughing and laughing. They all rolled onto their stomachs to look. Ruby’s ring of bold red lipstick was the furthest up my shaft of them all.
“Yay!” she shrieked. “I get to make him cum!” she shouted, and she raised her body on her elbows and sank her mouth down over the length of my cock.
I held her by the sides of her head and pumped her face with my hips while Ciara and Haley began to neck on their backs beside us on the counter. I didn’t last long before my toes curled and my stomach clenched. Ruby moaned to encourage me to keep going, and I spurted hard and deep into her mouth, and though she tried her best to swallow it all, it ran out of her lips and dribbled down her chin and onto the floor below us.
We cleaned up and, all of us disheveled and half naked, we walked out of the kitchen and down the hallway together, our arms around each other as one slouching and exhausted group. We stopped at the edge of the wall and all of us turned and stared out the front windows as one, too. We all saw it. The same car was back, parked with lights out across the road from our driveway.
“That’s creepy,” Ciara said, and her hand scrunched into the skin of my stomach.
With us all looking out the window, the car suddenly started, its lights came on, and it pulled away, and went back out to the main road. We all went to our separate bedrooms, too tired and too disturbed for more.
In the morning, we were all hard at it, Ruby in the kitchen, Haley on the laptop, Ciara in the check-in office, and me gathering tools to go in the laundry shed and try to replace that one leaking valve. When I crossed the driveway, the same car pulled in from the road and stopped just inside the property line. Ruby, Ciara, and Haley noticed it out there, too, and they came into the driveway behind me. I took my gloves off, stuffed them in the back pocket of the worn-out blue coveralls I found one day, and wiped the back of my neck with a cloth walking up the driveway to investigate. I stopped ten feet in front of it.
A couple about my age climbed out of the two front doors and came around the front of their car to lean together against the front grill. “Quite the place you got going on here,” the guy said.
I turned to look over my shoulder at the spread from the perspective of the end of the driveway. It really was just like the postcard, especially with the old ‘70s vintage cars Ruby had us park around the RV park. I smiled and nodded at him. “It was a lot of work, but I had a lot of help,” I said, acknowledging to him the three girls ranged across the driveway behind me, shoulder to shoulder in their fort-defending posture.
“Sure, they look like a lot of help,” he snickered. I didn’t know how much he saw through the windows the previous night. “Where y’all come in from?” the guy said.
“Well,” I said, wiping my hand around the back of my neck again. “Me, Santa Monica, I guess,” I said.
“When exactly did you get up here then?” the guy said.
I squinted at the guy, then the woman, then the guy again, and I smiled and chuckled and squinted one eye like George Clooney would, full of uncertainty and beginning to get very suspicious.
“Now why would you be asking me that?” I said.
The woman turned to the man. “We were up, what honey? About five years ago, wouldn’t you say?” She turned back to me. “Didn’t see you around out here back then,” she stated.
“Well that would be about the time I guess I got here,” I said to her. “Still wondering why you’d ask that, though,” I said, and I chuckled. I wanted most of all to keep things light. You never know how fast these things could turn. I continued smiling, but it was beginning to strain.
“I guess that would be just after we took my granddad out of here and down to the hospital in Palm Springs,” the guy said to the woman.
He made me snicker. “Your granddad, you say?” I said.
The guy looked back at me and fixed me with the kind of dead-eye I knew from living on the streets and shelters back on the coast. “Well this is his property,” the guy said.
I snickered some more — the nervous kind, now — and I twisted around again looking the property over behind me. Haley, Ciara, and Ruby stepped up closer to me, still remaining three across the driveway. I turned back to face the man and squinted hard in one eye back at him. The sun was in my face, not his. “Yeah, no,” I said, “I don’t believe that it is. This was my uncle’s property,” I said.
“Your uncle?” the guy said, and he laughed and looked over at the woman — his wife, I presumed. He looked back at me with his arms folding over his chest. “You wouldn’t by any chance go by the name of Bennett would you?” he said.
I looked hard to the side and out over the dry river bed and the white, flat, salt plain toward the distant blue-hazed bald hills rising up on the other side of the sunken valley. I looked back at him and debated my answer, but he seemed to know it already. “Yes I would,” I said, “being that is my name.”
“Your uncle and my granddad were neighbors for over 40 years,” he said. “My granddad was a water engineer. We used to come out here a lot back in the day,” he said. “My granddad told me about your uncle lots of times, told me about how he talked about some nephew called Bennett all the time — Bennet’s going to fix things, Bennet’s going to get you for that, that sort of thing. My granddad just took your uncle to be desert-mad, as they say out here. Didn’t think you actually existed.” He turned to his wife and gestured with his outstretched arm. “And yet, here he is, as I live and breathe.” His wife snorted and looked down to obscure her amused expression.
“Desert mad he might have been,” I said, “after seeing what he left behind here.” I spit something out of my mouth. “On his property,” I said, lifting my eyes back to the guy’s eyes.
The guy laughed and shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Buddy,” he said, “this ain’t what your dead uncle left you. That . . . ” he said, turning his chin toward the end of the road where it dipped down into the dried river bed. “ . . . is what your uncle left you.” His wife turned, and I looked over there as well.
“Well that’s just a dry river bed,” I said.
He laughed some more. “That’s what it is now, that’s for sure,” he said. “But that is what is left of your uncle’s property, after the flood washed through here.” He looked at his wife quizzically. “What, seven years ago? Eight?”
“Eight years ago,” his wife said back to him with a single nod of certainty. They both turned their tilted faces back to me.
“And you think this here is your granddad’s place, do you?” I said, hooking my thumb over my shoulder.
He continued to laugh. “Buddy, I know it is — I grew up coming out here all the time!” His wife looked down and shook her head with disbelief.
“Well, nonetheless, I’m pretty sure my uncle left this to me when he passed,” I said. “If it’s all the same to you.”
“Did you double check the actual address?” he said.
I looked down and scuffed the toe of my shoe into the dirt of the driveway and glanced over my shoulder at the three girls. They could tell I was feeling less certain and more cornered by the minute. I looked back at the guy and folded my arms over my chest. “Got the coordinates, actually,” I said.
“Coordinates to that spot there,” he said, hooking his thumb over his shoulder at the space swept empty by the remains of the now-dry river.
“Well there’s nothing there, obviously,” I said. But he was right. When I first arrived, the exact coordinates were off the end of the road. I decided the abandoned-looking property must have been what was meant. Now, five years later, I wasn’t so sure.
“That’s right,” the guy said. “Flood took it all away one day. Your uncle, I remember he had something going on there, like a guest house kind of thing, but it didn’t last long,” he said. “Obviously.”
“A BnB?” Haley called out from behind me.
The guy pointed at her over my shoulder. “Exactly, yes, a BnB,  just like that,” he said. “He got wiped out by the flood and went to stay with a friend or something in town down the road, stayed in their garage or something, my granddad never knew,” he said. “Never much cared, either,” he said, and he laughed.
I twisted around again and surveyed the property we had fixed up and on which we had so painstakingly re-created the original RV park. I turned back to him. “So you’re suggesting this is yours, this is all yours, you’re trying to tell me?” I said.
The guy chuckled. He annoyed me now. He had the bearing about him of a born-wealthy, very in-control corporate executive type. He was so confident, he was only amused when someone filling up his frame of view wasn’t taking him at his word or doing his bidding for him. He had the confidence of a guy who never lacked for access to limitless money and resources and people to do things for him, I could tell. He had the bearing of a guy who was always right, even if he had to pay someone who was more right to tell him he was right instead.
“I’m not suggesting it, friend,” he said. “I’m informing you. I’m not saying we mind what you’ve done with it — it actually looks exactly like it did back when I was a kid. It’s amazing. It’s astonishing. I’m taken aback. But it isn’t mine, either — it’s my granddad’s, as I’ve been trying to tell you.”
“He’s still alive?” I said.
“Oh, very much so!” the guy said.
“So it’s not your property,” I said. I was grasping at straws. I was desperate. I felt the weight of the years come back down over my shoulders like a beam of wood.
“Technically no,” the guy said still with a grin stretching over his face. “You got me there!” he said, and he jabbed his finger at the hot and still air between us. “But we do look after it for him,” he said. His wife nodded as though to affirm it was true.
I looked around over both of my shoulders. “It didn’t look very looked-after when I got out here, got to be honest,” I said, recalling that first time I came up the road and laid eyes on it.
“We weren’t exactly expecting The-end-of-the-road Homeowners’ Association coming out here to judge us,” he said and he laughed.
I sucked my tongue up hard against the front of my teeth and I spit hot saliva at the dirt hard enough to raise a tiny puff of dust from it. “Well that’s a really good story,” I said. “I’m going to be honest with you, though,” I said. “I’m going to need more than your fading childhood memories to take you seriously.”
The guy looked over at his wife and chuckled again like the day was only getting more and more entertaining for him. He turned around, went into his car, filched through a bag in the back seat, and came out with an envelope — a bill of some sort with a window on the front of it. He handed it to me.
Inside was something called “a property re-assessment notice.” It listed an address with the same number as what was nailed to the front corner of the double-wide.
“Taxes went way up this year,” the guy said. “Due, the notice says, to recent improvements to the property.”
I turned the paper over and back again. “Says all the taxes are paid and up to date,” I said.
“It does say that — which surprised me, too. I guess you were paying the taxes, were you?” he said.
“It came in the mail every six months,” I said. “I went to town and paid in cash. Not that much, really,” I said.
“Well thank you for that, truly. But the increase — it’s not about the money, that’s not the problem — but it was the suggestion of improvements to the property that caught our interest,” he said. “When we haven’t been out here for — like my wife said — five years or so.”
I knew I was defeated. The re-assessment notice went to that guy’s house. Why would it have gone to him, if he wasn’t in fact connected to the property the way he said he was? I looked over my shoulder at Haley, Ciara, and Ruby. They heard the entire conversation. They looked away from me — they couldn’t bear to make eye contact.
“Listen, we have paying guests at the moment,” I said. “I’ve been out here five years. I — we’ve — put a lot of work into this. Can you give us time to digest what you’re telling me? Can you give us some time to think on it?” I looked back and forth between him and his wife.
They looked back at me with thinly veiled disgust. “That’s fine,” the guy finally said. “Take your time and think it over. We’ll be back at noon tomorrow with the sheriff to help you remove yourselves from my property if you’re not already done thinking it over by then and good and gone,” he said. “And the paying guests?” he said, and he shrugged. “They can stay — they paid, didn’t they?” he said, and he chuckled.
“Well hang on, there,” I said. “You’re not being very fair.”
The guy stepped up closer to me and hung his thumbs in the waist of his jeans. “You just met me, so I’m going to assume you don’t know me — but we’re the Carltons, whether that means anything to you or not. But regardless, a word to the wise: being fair has never been in my family’s genes, and that’s just not the way the game is played out here these days, anyways,” he said, and he laughed. He turned toward his wife over his shoulder. “You hear that? We’re not being very fair, darling,” he said.
His wife had to turn away and cover her mouth to hide the way she erupted in laughter.
He turned back to me. “I may not be fair,” he said, “but I am a stickler for the letter of the law, which is an entirely different thing,” he said. “And I am obligated by law to give you 24 hours to clear off my land — in fact, I am giving you 25 hours, so as to recognize what you’ve built up here.” He stopped laughing. “Flood should have carried your uncle off with the rest of his junk, you ask my granddad,” he said and he spit at the ground.
He walked back to the driver’s door of his car and his wife climbed in her side. “Noon tomorrow,” he said. “Gon’t go and make a scene of it and embarrass yourself,” he said, “Bennett!” he added, and he laughed with his shoulders heaving up and down as he got back in his car. They sped backward out to the road, spun his steering wheel to drift his car sideways, and he sprayed gravel half way up to the main road.
We went inside the double-wide and sat around the kitchen table. All the guests were out for the day, exploring the desert. “It’s going to be hard to just leave it now,” I said. “But then again, leaving it was all I wanted to do, before you all showed up,” I said.
Ciara came to the table with her laptop open. “Check this out,” she said. “The entire land registry is online,” she said. “Goes back like a century,” she said. “Maps too!”
We leaned over and squinted at her screen.
“It looks like they switched properties!” she said. “Look!” She pointed at the names of the owners along the road on one screen, and then on another screen, which showed data for the following year, and sure enough, the names were reversed for the two properties. “And now look at this,” she said. The screen she pulled up was labelled “Flood Plains” and it stated the name of the county the whole valley was in. “It shows the flood plain for the dry river bed — but it carves around your uncle’s property,” she said. “The property that he took over from that guy’s grandfather,” she said.
“And it shows the other property — this property — inside the flood plain,” Ruby said, pointing at another part of the screen.
“The line cuts right through this property,” Ciara said. “If there was a flood,” she said, with a pondering in her voice, “it should have carried off half of this property, not the property at the end of the road,” she said.
“All those pipes,” Ruby said. “The hot spring pool.”
“Is the piping and the pool and the tubs the reason the runoff runs differently now?” Ciara said.
“The motherfucker diverted the underground stream to keep the flood — whenever it came — from taking away this property!” Ruby said.
Ciara turned around in her chair and raised her face up to Ruby. “And made it take away the other property!” she said.
“Can you even do that?” I said. “That doesn’t sound possible to do.”
They ignored me. “But only after they switched properties!” Haley suddenly shouted. “Look, look!” she said, pointing at the year the flood map was made. “Take us back to the first year the properties are switched,” she shouted.
Ciara pulled the right screen back up, and we all gasped. The switch was made just two years after the flood plain map was made. And when the flood finally came years later, the plain had been shifted east so that one property was saved by the hot spring pool diversion, but the next one was placed directly in harm’s way by it.
“He fucking knew!” Ruby said. “He switched properties with your uncle, then built the hot-spring pool and moved the flood plain east so it would take what was then your uncle’s property and not what he took over as his!”
“Why would my uncle switch?” I said. “It makes no sense.”
Haley shrugged and squinted at the screen. “Your uncle’s land was bigger at the time,” she said. “Maybe there was money involved. That guy — they look like people who come from money.”
I sat down and rubbed my head. “Maybe my uncle had the idea of opening a BnB or guest house or whatever it was and needed the money to start that up,” I said. “So, switch properties and take the smaller property, get some money in the exchange, and use it to build up the BnB?” I said.
“And meanwhile, the other guy sees the flood plain, makes the switch with him, builds a piping system and a pool to divert the flood when it came, knowing he’s going to save his new property and send his old property — the one he gave your uncle — down the river with the flood plain.”
“The guy said his grandfather was a water engineer, didn’t he,” Haley said.
We all snapped our fingers at the same time and pointed at her.
“He did say that,” I murmured to myself.
“Wait a sec!” Ciara shouted, and she pulled back up the screen with the floodplain on it and she enlarged the pdf to zero-in on the label in the corner. “Look at the name of the person who made the map!” she cried out loud.
“Carlton?” Ruby said.
I staggered backward and caught myself against the side of the fridge. “‘We’re the Carlton’s’ that guy said!” I said.
All three girls gasped and stared at me where I gripped the fridge’s edges behind my back. “That asshole’s grandfather drew the flood plain map!” Ruby screamed. “And then he convinced your uncle to switch properties with him!”
“And then he built the hot-spring pipe system! And then laughed when your uncle’s new land got swept away because of it!” Haley cried out loud.
They all hung their jaws wide open and their eyes even wider. “Motherfucker,” I said. “Didn’t he say his family were never fair?”
Ruby, Haley, and I stared stunned at each other in the kitchen, marveling at the subterfuge we had uncovered. I was doubly stunned. The land I had been living on, the desert-addled mind I thought I had been living inside of the last five years, wasn’t my uncle’s at all, but some complete stranger’s mind. Anything of my uncle out there in the desert had been swept away long ago, including him. That was why I inherited property that didn’t even have an address, only coordinates. There was nothing to nail an address to.
Nothing I thought I was the last five years had anything to do with that pile of crap I found next door to my uncle’s real property.
“How long ago did you say you first came out here?” Ciara said.
I shrugged. “Five years, maybe?” I said.
“But exactly?” she said. Her eyes remained glued to the screen of her laptop.
I thought about it, rolling my eyes up to the ceiling. A date came to me — for some reason, I recalled the gas receipt I got fueling up on my way out there. I was able to recite the exact date to her.
Ciara chuckled. “So your five years came the day after the three of us got here,” she said.
“The day the real estate agent was supposed to meet me here, that makes it,” I said. “And I was going to toss her the keys and leave the moment she rolled up,” I said.
“But are you sure?” Ciara said. “Are your dates right? For sure it’s five years?”
“What does five years matter?” Haley said.
We slowly came over behind Ciara where she remained intensely hunched over her screen.
“California law says right here . . . ” she said, pointing at her screen, “ . . . if you pay the taxes the whole time . . . “
“Check,” I said.
“ . . . cultivate or improve the land or property . . . “
“Check,” Haley said, and she snorted at Ruby. It had been a lot of work.
“ . . . and you continuously occupy the property unopposed for five consecutive years . . . “ Ciara continued.
“Check, check, and check,” I said, leaning in closer over her shoulder.
“It actually says . . . ” Ciara sat back with astonishment crossing her face. She rolled her face back to stare at the ceiling and she blinked. “ . . . the property ownership goes to you.”
“Seriously?” Ruby shouted, and she laughed with giddiness and spun the laptop toward herself.
“Seriously,” Ciara said, and she twisted in her chair and looked up at me looming over her shoulder.
“And your sure you spent five years here?” Haley said.
“I can prove it,” I said, and I darted to the box I’d been throwing all the important papers into. At the bottom, I’d dug out the utility order I filled out to get the lights back on — the day after I first arrived. I was right — I had the right day exactly. And it was over five years.
“Did those people ever come out here before?” Ciara said.
“I think I’d remember it if they did,” I said.
“Did anybody come and tell you you can’t be here?” Ciara said.
“Nobody came here, period, until you three,” I said.
“Bennett,” Ciara said, and she reached for and clasped her hand around my hand. “I think you might actually own the property now, after all,” she said.
I snorted and shook my head. “Because you guys made me not meet the agent, and you guys stayed with me to fix the place up,” I said, marveling at the profundity of it all.
Haley turned to me and hung her jaw wide open. “You thought it was yours, but it wasn’t, but a few months ago, it actually did become yours!”
“The BnB you guys originally came out here to find,” I said, and I nudged my head in the direction of the end of the road and the dry river bed where the flood ran off with my uncle’s property. “That was my uncle’s BnB.”
“And none of this stuff around here was your uncle’s stuff,” Ruby said. “It’s all just some other guy’s shit. It always was.”
“Your uncle went to live in town back down the road, somewhere,” Ciara said. “An hour away. And we need to go to town right now,” she said. “It says we need a sworn affidavit from you about the day you arrived, about how nobody opposed you, show the date you got the power turned on, show your latest bills paying the taxes that are all up to date . . . “ she said. “And then we can show the sheriff the affidavit tomorrow when he comes out.”
The next day, the same black SUV came up the road in a cloud of dust, but this time we were expecting them. Behind them came a beige-toned Sheriff’s SUV. They both parked at the end of the driveway and again, the three girls hung back while I stepped up toward them. I kept the envelope with the affidavit in my back pocket for the time being.
“You must be Bennett,” the sheriff said, and he introduced himself. We shook hands. And then he stated in official terms the purpose of his visit — to move me off the land.
“Are you familiar with squatters’ rights in California?” I said to the sheriff.
The guy and his wife instantly blurted out laughing. “Squatters’ rights!” the guy shouted. “What do you think this is, the old Wild West?”
The sheriff turned to him and shushed him with his outstretched hand. “Such rights do exist,” he said to him. He turned back to me. “But they present a pretty high bar to pass,” he said doubtfully to me.
I reached into my back pocket, pulled out the envelope, and handed it to him.
“What the hell is that?” the Carlton guy shouted.
“You don’t know me,” I said to the guy. “But I too am a bit of a stickler when it comes to the law.”
The sheriff again needed to calm the guy down with his hand stretched out. He opened the envelop, pulled out the affidavit, and studied what it said. And then he turned toward the Carltons.
“You haven’t been out here in over five years?” he said to them.
“What of it!?” the guy said back.
“And your grandfather?” the sheriff said.
“He’s been in a home,” Carlton’s wife said, full of spite.
“You weren’t paying the taxes on it?” the sheriff said to them.
“We have a lot of concerns throughout the state of California,” the guy said. “I didn’t even know this property had taxes!” he shouted. “What in the fuck would taxes on a property way out here pay for anyway?” he said, and he laughed some more.
“For a sheriff’s position, for one thing,” the sheriff said, nodding at him.
I had to laugh, but I tried my best to hide it.
The sheriff tucked the affidavit back into the envelope and handed it back to me. “You hold on to that,” he said. “I’ll be needing to confer with Sacramento — this sort of thing doesn’t come up very often,” he said.
The Carlton guy approached him and the sheriff turned toward him and put up his hand in a stop signal.
“For the time being,” the sheriff said to him, “the ownership of this land is uncertain and in dispute, so nothing is going to be effected today,” he said to him.
“You have got to be kidding!” Carlton’s wife said and she gasped sideways.
“California law,” the sheriff said to her. “If you occupy land for five continuous years, if you pay all the taxes on it, and if you improve it, and if nobody comes to tell you you can’t be on it, it becomes yours,” he said to her.
“Well nobody told us that!” she cried back at him.
“Out here,” the sheriff said, “the view is, if someone wants to do something like that, and if someone else doesn’t care enough about it, its for the good of everybody they get the land and the others do not,” he said.
“We’ll see about that!” the Carlton guy shrieked, and he and his wife got back in their car and sprayed gravel even further up the road than the first time they left.
After the sheriff watched the cloud of dust all the way up to the main road, he turned back to me. “Quite like what you done to the place,” he said with a nod. “Looks just like it did before. You taking guests now?” he said, nodding at the RVs around the land.
Haley stepped up beside me. “We have a special rate for locals!” she said to him with a wide, warm smile.
I turned to her. “We do?” I said.
“Shut up,” she murmured at me though still smiling but now-clenched teeth.
“Might just take you up on that,” the sheriff  said, “me and the wife.”
“I honestly thought this was all over,” I said to Ciara later that night. “Squatters rights,” I said, and I shook my head. “Who knew?” We walked out together to the hot spring pool house. Ruby and Haley were already inside, and Ciara and I came in and took our clothes off and showered before we dipped our toes through the still, glassy surface, and braced ourselves for the heat.
Being naked together was no longer an issue. I sank into the water up to my chin and spread my arms out. Ciara, Ruby, and Haley sat on the other side of the pool facing me.
“You know,” I said, “I’m still not totally positive you three are real.”
They all snickered and rolled their eyes around and shook their heads, and they started to float over the width of the pool toward me. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes and stretched my legs out to catch my heels on the opposite ledge. A hand rubbed over my chest and down over my stomach. Another hand closed around my cock. A third hand wrapped around the back of my neck. A mouth pressed against my mouth. A tongue lapped up my neck. Another bit and tugged at my ear.
I heard their indistinct murmurings and chuckles, and I felt a pair of thighs push down and spread open over my thighs under the silky, high mineral water. I reached up with my hands with my eyes remaining closed, and I pressed my palms into two warm, wet breasts where they heaved on the surface of the water, and I caressed them and memorized their shape under my fingers. Her pussy — whose pussy, I didn’t know — pushed down over the tip of the head of my cock and the lips spread over me, and I entered her. Whoever it was gasped against my ear.
The body of the first one was nudged sideways and it fell off me in slow motion, only to be replaced by another one that straddled my lap, and a whole other pussy slid without friction down over the entire length of my cock. I felt another set of breasts in my hands and I dragged my fingers down around the taut waist that rose and fell, riding in my lap.
The second body was nudged off me the other way and I chuckled, and so did all three girls. A third body positioned itself over me, and a third pussy pushed down over my cock and took me deeply inside. I opened my eyes, then, and found Ciara rocking herself on me, sighing and gasping, while Haley and Ruby kissed each other and rubbed Ciara’s body and mine, and gasped no less than Ciara, who closed her eyes and held me tight, riding me slowly and deeply with her hips corkscrewing over mine up and down.
We struggled to get back to the double-wide, and this time, we all climbed up on my bed. The girls made me buy a big new king-size. Together we rolled around on it, touching, kissing, and caressing. I entered Ruby from behind lying on our sides, while twisted around kissing Haley who hugged me from behind, also on her side. I knelt up behind Ciara who pushed her ass up at me and arched her back deeply down, and I held her hips and pushed my cock deeply into her pussy from behind. Time dilated and bodies melded together. We drifted in and out of sleepy consciousness, groaning and moaning and fucking and sucking neither sleeping nor awake.
I finally erupted without warning into a pussy or a mouth, I couldn’t tell. I didn’t know if my eyes were open in the darkness or closed and hallucinating. We kissed and fell asleep entangled all over the bed with each other.
In the morning, Ruby fed us. “Your uncle is just as gone,” Haley said. “But now you don’t actually know anything about him.”
I chewed slowly. She was right. I thought I had been living in his head all that time, when in fact, anything that had to do with him had been swept clean off the Earth a long time ago by some monumental flood.
“Not quite,” Ciara said. “That Carlton guy, he said your uncle moved to town and lived with a friend, lived in a garage or something,” she said. “You got back his property,” she said. “Maybe you need to get him back, too.”
“To go from not even knowing he existed, to believing I was living inside his head for the last five years, to going back to knowing nothing about him all over again,” I said. “It’s a bit of a rollercoaster.”
“I think you’re going to have to fill in those blanks, though,” Ciara said.
“I think you’re right,” I said.
It was as much about learning who I was as it was learning about who that desert-mad uncle of mine was.
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