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Chapter 1



I steered my vintage Airstream up the winding road to the crest of the pass and slowed to let its nose hang over the other side. There, on a narrow strip of land squeezed between heaving cliffs and the roaring ocean, stretched the thin ribbon that was Cotcache.
Every town has its secrets. Were this one’s what would finally catch me? It was a kind of Russian Roulette I played across small-town America, rolling over stones best left in place. The trouble with stones is, you never know which ones are best left unturned.
The friendlier these places are to strangers, the more lightly you need to tread. Nobody minds you spending a holiday. But they all inquire with the same dead smile as to how long you plan to stay, don’t they, as though they worry they might not be able to allow it.
No one was coming up the road behind me; summer season hadn’t opened yet for the idylic seaside hideaway. I idled in the middle of the road and considered it down there, my elbow propped on the steering wheel, chin propped in palm of hand scratching my three-day stubble. A fly bumped repeatedly against the wide front window. I snatched it in my fist, wound down the window, and set it free. Everybody makes mistakes, don’t they? You shouldn’t have to pay with your life. 
These old towns, they all had a similar fade-to-black look to them. That might have been due to the fact the ones I targeted were all about the same age: they were all coming up on their centennials. That’s what I was doing there that day, hovering undetected high above Cotcache: I traveled from old town to old town pitching local barons on memorializing their beloved home with a handsome hardcover book chronicling its founding and its rise, documenting it’s industry and its regional importance, giving flattering accounts of its great personages, be they past senators, businessmen, artists, authors.
The photographs, though, were the main attraction. That and the fact of the book’s existence at all. Even though they paid for it, they loved telling anyone who happened by, “Look! Our town is so important, there’s even a book about it!”
Hey, it’s a living, ain’t it? It was a sort of plan-B living for me, anyway, if I hustled it right. Second to pictures was a good juicy scandal, but only if far enough back in time. Unearthing old conflicts was always an enticingly close shave, but it moved the copies.
I released the brake and began rolling down the other side of the hill. When I came out onto the long, thin flat, I slowed to take in the town plan. There on the left, I noted, was the semi-famous but aging resort, the thing that made the town back in the day, or so my initial cursory research told me.
On the right stood a tiny but imposing bank, its tall pillars and gargoyles hinting at once-grand ambitions. Self-importance: that’s a good box to tick. That attribute always opens wallets, if stoked right.
Further on was what I came looking for: the Victorian mansion with its wrap-around porch and turret crowned by a wrought-iron horseman weathervane, galloping forever into the wind. This was now the medical building, and in there was the one doctor in town, the man who agreed to meet me to discuss the project I had pitched him.
For every hundred I throw out there, one comes back, and his reply was the one from this place, though his rush to get me there in person set my radar humming. Still, I couldn’t pass on this lead — fail to close a new project soon, and I was staring at the end of my financial road.




Chapter 2



I parked out front, checked myself in the mirror, and hopped down the side door steps. I took in a big, calming breath, and strode up the wide walk, danced up the stairs, and leaned my head through the ring-ringing front glass door.
Inside, I found a standard modern medical office reception counter. Behind that counter, three older women worked diligently set before their computer screens, none of them noticing me. A fourth woman strode behind them with a laptop held open at her chest.
“Have you been helped?” she said.
She was immediately striking. Blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, clear blue eyes, straight and bright teeth, and a broad and easy smile that made me straighten myself up in the doorway. Sometimes I swear there really are aliens living among us — and small town chicks, that’s what they masquerade as. I gripped the brass door handle and jutted my chin. I didn’t need her. I wasn’t anticipating the challenge.
There’s a reason I never over-stay my welcomes, and it starts with my mind. I don’t control it and I bear no responsibility for it when it does what it does, when I’m caught off guard by visions such as that woman. Some people cannot see or hear anything in their minds. Most people experience a kind of thinly-transparent overlay and hear distant indeterminate snippets. That’s normal.
Then there’s people like me: the imagery inserts itself in front of my eyes like a fully-formed movie, their voices clear and distinct. I can’t control what I see and hear in my mind anymore than anyone else can, but for me, its reality that fades to a transparency and its real voices that tune out to indeterminate murmurs. Sure there’s meds for this, if you don’t mind staring at the horizon hours on end with gob dribbling down your chin. Or, you can approach the issue as I had: keep on moving on, change the channel, stay ahead of the demons one town at a time.
Not that the imagery is usually devilish. Far from it. For example, staggered backward inside the reception area of that medical office that day, I looked for my hands, and find them pulling up the sides of that blonde’s billowing blouse, all the way up over her bared stomach, and further up, too, over her ribs. The underside of her bra is becoming exposed to me. She pushes her arms straight up, smirking at me as I undress her. She is wanting me to undress her. She inhales sharply when she fails to cover herself with her arms over her chest, when I do undress her.
It’s always like that up there in my infuriating head. My mind has a mind of its own, you could say.
“Doctor Johnston?” I said, clearing my throat, and I raised my eyebrows and darted my gaze sideways this way and that as though the doctor might be hiding around there somewhere. I was doing everything I could to keep from looking at her again.
The woman — she couldn’t have been more than 25 — leaned down over a vacant computer station. “You have an appointment?” she said. Her billowing blouse returned for the moment tucked inside her high-waist black pencil skirt, her long slim legs sliding crimson-red high-heel platform sandals.
I should have stopped and coffee’ed up first. I should have done my breathing exercises. I should have taken at least a half-dose of the meds.
Matte sky-blue painted toenails show themselves peeping out the fronts of her shoes, all Hello there! like. No ring on the one finger that mattered, and I so wished there had been.
My stupid mind: I catch myself looking again, gazing, taking her in.




Chapter 3



Her bare waist fills my hands. She finds the zipper herself, sliding her skirt down over her hips, leaving it pooled at her feet. She kisses me, featherlight, her hand grazing my groin just enough to unravel me.
I blinked hard and forced my gaze away. After a long haul in the rig, I felt like a desert straggler at the edge of an oasis—and she was the pool.
“No,” I said, “not exactly an appointment.” Be a mirage, I wanted to shout. Be a fucking hallucination, please and thank you!
She straightened up and half turned her face away and grinned a moment to herself as though a thought crossed her mind. She kept her eyes pulled to their corners. Dark-lined shadowing, long lashes, clear and big pupils. She immediately gave me the sense of someone who loved a puzzle, who liked games. This one liked to play.
Her long nails, glossed and gleaming, hooked the edge of my waistband as she slid my pants down. My knees wobbled, my balance teetering as the fantasy pulled me further under.
She pours her taut, smooth, and creamy body down the front of my body and she spreads her cool hand, fingers wide, down the front of my abdomen. I set my hands on my hips, I close my eyes, and I roll my head back. I can’t stop my mind from showing me the movie, not with the likes of this woman pressing herself against me.
“Not an appointment exactly,” I stammered, my throat dry as I forced my gaze away. “We’re supposed to discuss a project.” I glanced back toward my motorhome, grimacing at my awkward phrasing. Damn it, focus. If I couldn’t rein in my mind, this meeting would be over before it started.
“Oh!” the young woman suddenly said. “Right! You must be Lane!”
”Lane, yeah,” I said, relieved.
“I’ll let Dr. Johnston know you’re here,” she said. She hurried away, her platform pumps clicking as she disappeared behind the groaning shelves of multicolored files
I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t stop it. I was a victim of it, my mind.
Her mouth puckers up as though readying for a kiss. She presses her warm, soft lips against the tip of the head of my cock, now straining and pointing at her face all thick and hot and hard. She tilts her face sideways enough to see up into my eyes. She likes to see the effect, doesn’t she. She likes to learn what pleases me so she can remember for next time. She shows enthusiasm in this.
Her lips teased the head of my cock, a grin flickering as though she might not let me in. I shook, gasped, barely holding on as her tongue darted, sending shock waves through me. She chuckled, a low sound that only fanned my fire.
I could hear her voice a few feet away speaking in a hushed tone. One of the seated receptionists looked up at me and smiled curtly as though to remind me that eavesdropping is not cool in such a place. I backed up and took a seat in one of the hard, chrome-bar chairs and puffed out my cheeks.
Deals like this always turned on the first two seconds. I was 40, single, and living in a motorhome—a wildcard that either intrigued or repelled. There wasn’t room for mistakes. I took a deep breath and prepared for the moment that would decide my fate.




Chapter 4



Dr. Johnston came out from behind the reception counter, hung a medical white coat on a hook, and tugged on a tweed jacket. He flipped the collar up and folded it down again as he strode out the front door barely looking at me. “Walk and talk with me,” he said over his shoulder, and he was down the stairs and half way down the broad cobblestone walk before I got up out of my chair. I looked over my shoulder. The woman in the crimson-red heels grinned and shook her head at me. So that was how he treated everybody, I supposed.
I hurried after the doctor. He nodded briefly at my 35-ft round and chrome vintage motorhome. “Yours?” he said, and he nodded to confirm to himself he guessed right without me needing to answer for him. 
“Yeah,” I said anyway, catching up to him. He was a fast walker.
“Reminds me of a past no longer with us,” he said. “For better or worse.” He lifted his chin and charged forward face-first down the sidewalk past the door. It seemed I passed the first test.
“Um, yeah,” I said, struggling to keep up and always unsure how much to commit in the opening smalltalk phase. These small-town big shots were slippery, always pulling you in with aimless chatter before pinning you with a hard question.
“So tell me what made you pick Cotcache out of all the places you could have picked across the broad map of this great nation of ours?” he said.
That was nearly always one of the first questions. Why us?
I knew not to swing at the first ball, though. “Well,” I said, catching up to his tweed shoulder, “I look for places nearing their centennials—those are the towns that usually want commemorative books.” It seemed insultingly obvious to me, but I was never prepared to go into the deeper layers of my strategy without first getting a bead on my prey.
“Smart,” he said. “That makes sense. “I see you’ve met my daughter,” he said, barely breaking stride. My chest tightened as I followed his nod toward the woman from the office. The blouse, the skirt, the crimson-red heels — it all came rushing back. Damn it. Small towns always had a way of tangling your lines. She was just then climbing out of her little blue car she parked in front of the old bank building that I had first spied during my early foray through the town.




Chapter 5



Her mouth teases the length of my cock, her hands pulling me closer as her tongue dances around me. My body betrays me, trembling under the weight of a scene I can’t suppress.
“It’s Haley,” she said as we came up to her, and she smiled that devastating smile of hers at me again and held out her hand to shake mine.
“Lane,” I said, struggling to control my shortened breath.
“I know,” she said with her face tilted down as though to save me the embarrassment, and she grinned crookedly to herself.
There was something about her I couldn’t put my finger on. Either I knew her or she was famous, although blue eyes always did that to me. They were like rippling water on summer days, like something you wanted to dive into.
We stopped in front of the wide sidewalk that approached the broad concrete steps up to the imposing double front doors that reached up three stories in front of the old limestone bank building. It now had a sign over the doors saying “Cotcache Public Library” that I didn’t catch on my first pass. Tick the next box: Town’s got pretention written all over it. I might bump up the asking price on that fact alone.
“Tell me how it works then,” the doctor said. He turned to face me straight on with his feet now planted widely and his hands pushed deep into the pockets of his tweed jacket. His fingers toyed with medical instruments down inside. He talked like how he might ask a complaining patient to tell him where it hurts. We formed an equilateral triangle at the base of the wide stone steps. I couldn’t tell anymore who I was pitching to, the doctor or his daughter.
I looked at her. My mistake.
Her mouth pumps up and down the length of my hard, slick cock. Her hand spreads over my bared stomach. Her other hand clutches at my ass, pulling me harder against her face. She wants me to pump my hips at her, to fuck her mouth.  She moans with my cock deep inside her lips. Her tongue writhes around my cock. Her blonde ponytail whips around the back of her head. She’s going wild with pleasure as if it was me doing something to her. Her eyes are glassy with lust. She pulls off my cock only long enough to stroke me with her fist and glare up at me. She’s jutting her jaw and opening her mouth wide. Her chest comes up. She wants it.
I clenched my jaw, forcing my attention back to the doctor, but Haley’s eyes caught mine, and the scene flickered again, unrelenting. My breath hitched, and I prayed it didn’t show.
“Well,” I said, closing my eyes and pulling my mouth to the side of my face. Haley’s blue eyes were throwing me off. She kept them on mine like pins in a butterfly’s wings spread over a board of cork. I finally pulled my gaze away from her. I was struggling hard. I was sinking fast. “I do a cursory scan of materials. I look at some photographs. I talk to a few of the people like yourselves,” I said. “And then I decide if there’s enough to make a book about 250 pages long, thereabouts. I draw up an estimate. I include some choices depending on how big a run people might want. How many pictures you might want . . . “
He cut me off. “Just ball-park it for me,” he said, and he stretched his chin up and out, pulling his neck skin free of his tight shirt collar.
So I told him my usual example, because they all cut to the chase like that. I gave him the page count of a project I said I did recently, the number of photos it had, how many copies they ordered, and I gave him the price that they paid — all numbers that I already estimated they’d go for, plus a little for the pretentious library in the self-important bank building. If I pitched it right, he’d want a few more pages, a few more photos, and a few more copies than my boilerplate example. No need to tick a box on that one — all small towns are competitive in those petty ways.
He nodded, taking it all in. Haley looked at him as he stared at the sidewalk between us and she shot a glance back at me. Her eyes narrowed and her lips pulled tight. Her face turned slightly away from mine. Was she secretly telling me something? Or was I blowing it? Was she reading my mind, god forbid?
I swallowed hard, my dry run throat. A hawk circled high up in the sky. You could hear a wave break along the beach a block down.
I clench down hard in my gut. I clamp my thigh muscles all over with tension. My whole body vibrates. But she isn’t going to stop, is she. I erupt into the back of her throat and gush out the corners of her lips. She laughs and pulls herself off me and grips me harder, spraying herself in the face and neck and chest with me because she loves it. She’s ecstatic about it. It hangs from all over her beautiful blonde hair.
“My father — her grandfather,” the doctor suddenly said, nodding at Haley, whose face was had remained unblemished, “was the mayor of this town for over half its existence,” he said. “But we don’t want a vanity project. We want a hard-hitting, true-to-life, actual and honest account of this town’s real history. We want a serious book, not some fluff promotional piece for the visitors,” he said. He lifted his face to mine and squinted hard at me. “I want an interesting book,” he said. “Do you do interesting?”
I rocked back on my heels and took my time answering. In my experience, roaming as I did from town to town in my mobile office and writing studio researching inside the closets and behind the sheds of places exactly like this, there was no town I’d found yet that didn’t have a few ugly skeletons dangling in hidden closets. When people say they want the truth, they rarely mean the whole of it — or even know what that might be.
“I’ll need someone to vet the book’s content as it comes together—a representative for the customer." I was squinting because of the sun, but I held my gaze right back on his gaze. “Sometimes I uncover things,” I said, leaning in. “Things I don’t always understand the full significance of — locally, at least,” I said. “If you catch what I’m getting at.”
“Well who better than my daughter, then!” he said, and he clasped his hands around the shoulders of Haley from behind her and he turned her directly toward me. I wished he hadn’t. Her father’s hands on her shoulders were almost performative, as though staking a claim. Haley’s glance darted between us, her expression unreadable, but something in her posture stiffened. I couldn’t tell if she resented the role or if she was bracing for what came next. But it was already clear this job would be anything but straightforward. 
Haley’s lips tightened into something that wasn’t quite a smile. Was she trying to reassure me or warn me? Either way, her glance lingered just a second too long before she turned away. Was it approval, skepticism, or something else entirely? Her eyes seemed to search mine, probing for intent — or perhaps reading in mine more than I was ready to show. She pushed her hand into her hair where it fell over her face and pushed it back. I got the feeling he had always pushed his daughter front and centre like that since she was a little girl, and she was used to it by now. She let him do it. She probably had to. But damn if there wasn’t a telling quiver in the corner of her mouth.




Chapter 6



“Let’s go see the vault, then, shall we!” the doctor said, and he turned and strode up the steps just as purposefully as he had moved down the sidewalk.
“Just no spilling my secrets!” Haley said to me privately, chuckling under her breath. Her eyes lingered on mine, longer than they should have. My mind, uncooperative as ever, layered its own fantasies on top, muddying what little clarity I had.
I couldn’t figure her out. She was a troubling ingredient to the recipe that was coming together on the kitchen counter of my mind. It’s extremely difficult to reside in a small town and research and write a book about it and not get entangled in its petty intrigues. I wasn’t even hired yet, and the granddaughter of the long-time mayor was already clouding my mind and making me stumble over my shoes and lose my place in my deal-closing strategy. I formed a new rule number one: don’t make an ass of yourself with the customer’s daughter.
We came into an enormously tall space and I gazed up and around like I’d entered the Sistine Chapel. A high loft hung from the four walls where more book shelves stretched further up, ending at an impressively domed ceiling painted in clouds and blue sky. It wasn’t half-bad, either. Four small round windows in the dome threw shafts of sunlight across the bookshelves and all the way down to the ochre-red marble floor underfoot.
The doctor allowed me a few moments to recover from the awe he fully expected would hit me, and he gestured for me to follow him over to a round desk in the middle. “This would be Jordan,” he said.
“Oh!” the woman behind the desk said as though caught off guard. She stood up. Long waves of brunette hair tumbled down her shoulders and cascaded over her chest. Big deep brown eyes cast up to me through wide, black, rectangular glasses. She was wearing a gold and red silk scarf, a loose cashmere sweater, and a plaid skirt. And surprisingly high stiletto heels for a librarian.
She put her hand out for me to shake. I looked down at it with trepidation filling my veins.
And I look back up into her eyes. She drops her mouth open at me and gasps. My hand is already tucked up under her skirt, my fingers have already wormed through the bottom of her lace panties. My middle finger has already touched the lurid wetness there. I slide inside her. She clutches at my shoulders to hang on, at risk of losing her balance.
My mind has no shame, it exercises no restraint, it knows no bounds. I can’t stop it. Fuck, I thought, another one just like the first?
I glanced over at Haley who turned away and hid her grin behind her hand. Was it some kind of joke that Jordan was every bit as striking as she was? They looked the same age, too, early 20s. They had to have known each other, I instantly surmised, a town that size.
“It was Jordan’s generous father who donated this grand building to the town,” the doctor said. “For the library. You’ll learn he owns probably half the town still, what he hasn’t given away,” he said, and he chortled. “Her grandfather’s was the original bank here,” he said.
I nodded at Jordan. There it was with her too, the same tight lip reply, the same message-laden eyes, the same ambiguous expression that Haley had given me earlier. There was something uptight about this place, something not right. The weight of both their gazes hinted at something unspeakable in this town.
But there was also my infuriating mind, and the growing unease I felt with so many unspoken signals, the too-long gazes, and the ruminating mouths. It was playing havoc with my mental state. Maybe a half dose of meds was half too small.
I turn Jordan around and wrap my arm around her shoulders. I slide my hand up under her sweater and under her hidden lace-textured bra. She reaches behind herself and clutches her trembling hand around my thigh and rubs me there frantically. I push my other down hand under the waist of her skirt, and under her panties. My finger slides inside her pussy. She rolls her head back to lean it over my shoulder. “Oh fuck,” she moans close against my ear. “You’re going to make me cum doing that!” Her voice is deep and gravely.
I looked up and around at the high ceiling again, thankful to have an excuse to tear my eyes off Jordan’s entrancing face before I embarrassed myself a second time that day. I grounded myself in the echo of our footsteps across the marble floor. But the scenes kept playing unrelentingingly, as though my mind refused to let me forget the heat of our imagined touch.
One was hard enough, but two? It would be impossible. When you show up in these towns to write their hundred years of history, you’re usually working alongside members of the women’s auxiliary or the local bingo hall denizens. It’s safe. It’s calm. Usually the ones like these were long gone to the big cities. I couldn’t work under these conditions. I resolved to find a plausible reason to cut out, and decided it would be best for my health and happiness to be up and over the crest of the hill and well away from there even before sundown.
“We’re here to assess the vault,” the doctor said to Jordan.
“Oh!” Jordan said, faking, I thought badly, surprise, and she nodded, leading us toward the back of the library. My eyes drifted to the massive steel door ahead. The vault wasn’t just a repository for old documents — it was the heart of this town’s secrets. I didn’t want to see anything anymore.
“Jordan is keeper of the vault,” the doctor said. “If you need to review documents or photographs, you’re only going to be able to do it with her letting you in the vault, so you better be nice to her!” the doctor said and he laughed.
Jordan’s position wasn’t just symbolic. As the gatekeeper of the town’s history, she held the keys to everything I would need — and everything I try not to find. If I was staying to do the job, which I was not.
Jordan spun around and looked over her shoulder at me and rolled her eyes. “It belongs to the town, not to me,” she said. And there it was again, a gaze too long lingering on my eyes, a mouth held tighter than you’d expect. Why do they look at me like that always a beat or two too long?
I rub her down there. She reaches up over her head and drops her arms down behind my neck and curls her nails into my skin there. She hangs her body from me and stomps her foot into the floor. She’s impatient. I rub her. She pants and writhes against me, her body heaving up and down, hanging from me now. “Fuck, Lane!” she groans deeply. “What are you doing to me?!”
Yup, I concluded, get straight out of town, do not pass go, do not collect 200, and the sooner the better.
We stopped in front of the massive steel door, its imposing presence a promise of hidden stories begging to be uncovered. My instincts screamed to leave, but my curiosity — my professional obligation — anchored me to the spot. Whatever was in that vault, I was too close to it now. I couldn’t walk away before glimpsing inside.




Chapter 7



The massive vault door apparently remained operational. Jordan spun the heavy wheel that ticked through its 360 numbers forward and back and forward again, until, with a teasing pause and a taunting tug, she cranked the door open and leaned back like a rower to deploy all her weight to drag it through it’s thick hinges.
Inside was a room the size of a small office stacked to its low ceiling with boxes and crates and file cabinets and trunks. The air inside was thick with the scent of aged paper and wood. Shadows played over the crates and trunks, hinting at stories waiting to be unearthed. This wasn’t just a vault — it was a perfectly preserved time capsule.
“The town’s archives,” the doctor said to me.
I nodded, taking it all in. “This’ll do,” I said, and I chuckled at my own understatement. As small town treasure troves go, it was a gold-mine. I was trapped. Glimpsing it all, I couldn’t leave now.
“Her grandfather,” the doctor said, “was a bit of a hoarder — and a stickler for record-keeping,” he said. “Being a banker. I think you’ll find if anything was put to paper in the last 100 years, it’s going to be stashed in here,” he said.
“Record keeping is good,” I said with an understated nod. I opened a box at random and pulled a file folder up and opened it. It contained blueprints of the very bank building we were standing inside of, including the plan for the very vault. “Very good,” I said, and I nodded, and slipped it back in place.
Jordan snorted lightly. When I glanced at her she looked away, but then she looked back at me again through strands of hair that had fallen over her face.
“All our secrets,” she said, her voice dropping into something close to a whisper. Her gaze locked on mine, daring me to ask the questions she knew I was already forming. She bit her lip, her grin both inviting and cautionary, and she glanced at the back of the doctor’s head — he had already turned and was walking out and away. The way she emphasized “all,” even while quieting her voice to say it, left me even deeper in the swirl of intrigue. My eyes caught hers again. What is it with them, always with the too-long gazes! Her grin lingered, and my mind, unbidden, filled in the gaps.
Her breath hitches, her body writhes as though in exquisite torment. My hands, my touch — my mind’s betrayal is relentless, and "as vivid as reality.
I ignore her pleas. She kicks her heal down. She squirms and contorts against me as though in pain. Her breath runs short and irregular. Her mouth drops open and her eyes clench shut. I touch her clit and she inhales to the top of her lungs and stops breathing. She juts her chest out and shivers.
“Material enough?” the doctor called over his shoulder.
She slides down the front of my body with the grin of a deep, hard satisfaction on her face, and she crumples on the floor at my feet.
“More than enough,” I called back to him, putting the lid back on the box. I caught Jordan and Haley glancing at each other and sneaking a crooked grin between them. What was that about? Their shared glance set off alarms. It wasn’t just mischief — it was a game I wasn’t sure I wanted to play. Yet the pull of the vault, and the pull of both of them, kept me rooted to the spot. 
“Have you eaten?” the doctor called to me across the floor from where he was already waiting for me at the double front door. Library silence rules didn’t seem to apply to him. He didn’t need an answer from me, either.
“Come on, Haley, you too, Jordan, you’re all going to be working with Lane now,” he said. “If  he’ll have us,” he added, and he chuckled as though there was no doubt about that. He was clearly a man who always got what he wanted, I could see it all over him. But those two young women — they had something else going on, too. I knew enough to steer clear of that, but moths know the dangers of flames too, I’m sure of it. 
As we walked toward the door, the weight of the vault settled over me. The job was mine now, whether I wanted it or not. And with these two women — both lightning rods for obvious trouble — I wasn’t sure which secrets would surface first, the town’s or mine.




Chapter 8



“You’ll want to meet Dana,” the doctor said, as he walked us down a block toward the beach-facing resort where the waves smashed the black rocks and seabirds swept in great arcs high above and dove.
“It’s Dana’s grandfather who built the resort that’s the reason for this whole town in the first place,” he said, and he patted me too hard on my back. “He started off owning the land, the whole entire strip,” he said, gesturing with his arm forward and back. “He owns just the resort now, and the restaurant, of course, that Dana manages for him.” He chuckled to himself. “Bank got the rest of it, over time,” he said more to himself than to me and he chuckled some more. “As they always do,” he said to me. “Hey?” 
“Yeah,” I said, and I nodded, unsure what I was agreeing with. “So,” I said, “the original mayor, the original banker, and the original landowner.”
“Don’t be so impressed,” he said. “Now it’s just the town doctor, the town’s main property developer, and the town’s resort owner,” he said. “And of course, for you to use as you need or wish, the doctor’s office manager, the town librarian, and the restaurant manager,” he said, and he laughed out loud. “It all dissipates, doesn’t it,” he said again low and more to himself again. “It all washes away with time,” he went on, turning to me and smiling wryly.
“Time does wash it all away,” I said. “That’s why you need the book,” I added with a self-deprecating chuckle.
“Why indeed,” he said. “Why indeed,” he repeated to himself.
We came to a high-end beach-view bistro situated on one end of the resort building. A woman looking about the same age as Jordan and Haley stepped up to us immediately, and quickly squeezed both the other’s girls’ hands down at their hips and bit her tongue between her grinning teeth at them, before she turned to the doctor and lifted herself on her high-heeled toes to place a kiss, almost, on both of his cheeks.
The doctor turned to me. “Dana was educated in hotel and restaurant management in France, which I think you can tell already,” he said to me.
“I love learning new things, what can I say,” she said, turning to me with a disarming shrug. I was unprepared for the effect she cast on me. Her short, jet-black bob-cut hair, her dark flashing mischievous eyes, her ruby red lipstick, and her short and flared dress — plus her white platform pumps, startled me. “Are we here for lunch?” she said to the doctor, but she lingered with her dark-lined eyes on mine.
Oh shit, I thought. I can’t do this.
She goes down on her elbows and knees in front of me. I push her dress up over her waist. Her head twists around to find me kneeling up behind her. “Give it to me,” she says in her tiny, high-pitched voice, and she snickers. “I like it hard, as you know,” she says. “I like it deep.”
I was, one more time that first day, mesmerized and speechless. It didn’t help that she turned away from me but held my eyes a moment too long, pulling me to her, making me fall forward into her. She seemed the same age as Jordan and Haley. And she exuded the same vortex, too, pulling me into her. What was it about this place?
“Give us the admiral’s table,” the doctor said.
“Of course,” Dana said to him, and she discretely waved off with a single finger other servers and the maitre d who had been tentatively approaching.
“Join us,” the doctor said to her. He turned to me. “Dana knows everybody in town. Absolutely everybody,” he said. “She’ll be quite useful to you.”
I nodded, keeping my eyes on the floor in front of me.
We took seats around a large round table protected from the rest of the bistro by the high leather back of its bench. The view was entrancing. Surrounded on three sides by windows, the ocean out there, the black rocks, and the sea-spray, it looked like a painting. I glanced at Dana amazed at the setting. She was already looking at me.
She pushes her ass back at me. I slap her cheeks. She grins and squeals and bites her lip. Her fingers are reaching between her thighs, grasping for me, begging for me. I poke her. She squeals and pants and grips her hand around my shaft, pulling on me. She wants it badly. She is impatient for it.
“I can see why you’d put a resort here,” I said with a nod, and I shut my eyes struggling to complete the sentence without interruption.
“This was always the hidden getaway, the secret place,” she said.
“Hence the name,” I said.
All three girls tilted their heads to me. Even the doctor squinted at me over the top of his menu that he snatched up from somewhere as we walked through the tables.
“Oh,” I said, unaware they didn’t know. “Cotcache,” I said. “You never noticed? It’s a compound word,” I said. “Côte Cachée must have been what it used to be.”
“Hidden place,” Dana said like it was a revelation to her — she knew her French at least. I made the mistake of looking up at her again.
I push my hips forward into her hips. I bury my cock deep into her pussy. She cries out loud at the wall in front of her. I push my hands into her short black hair and twist my fist in it, pulling it. She grits her teeth and rams herself back into me. “Harder, baby!” she groans.
I shrug, sip water, blink three times, try to breathe. “Secret place, or like you said,” I said to her.
The doctor leaned back and considered me skeptically, but then an entertained grin spread over his face. “A little far west for French place-names,” he said. “No?”
“Hence ‘secret,’” I said. “South of here, there would have been Spanish galleons popping off for the colonies in the Philippines loaded with silver from the Potosi mines further down in Bolivia. French pirates could have hidden in wait here,” I said. “Between raids. They were active up and down the coast.”
“Huh,” was all the doctor said. He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned at me.
Haley, Jordan, and Dana widened their eyes at me. “How do you know all that stuff already?” Haley said.
I shrugged trying not to come off as too smug. “I just read a lot of book,” I said. “I have a lot of time,” I added. Jordan’s eyes — the librarian — sparkled at me. But Haley and Dana also sparkled their eyes at me. I struggled to bring my eyes back to the skeptical doctor, and back to the relative safety he represented.
“I couldn’t find out what the main industry here is now, though,” I said to him. “After stealing Spanish silver dried up.”
He was distracted, though, and waved someone over. “Jack,” he said when the guy approached, “this is that historian I was mentioning to you,” the doctor said to him. He turned to me. “This is Jack Robertson. He owns the place,” he said.
“Son of the man who built it,” I said with a nod up to him. 
“And father to that one there,” he said, nodding his head at Dana. “So you’re going to spill all our beans, I hear,” he said, and he chuckled.
“He’s already taught me what the name of this place really means,” the doctor said. “Côte Cachée, apparently, ‘secret place’ in French, because its where French pirates use to raid Spanish silver ships going to China,” he said. “Have I got that right?” he said to me.
“To the Philippines,” I said, “but yeah, to buy Chinese silk and porcelain,” I said.
The owner of the place filched keys and coins in his pocket and stood back as though considering me. “I think it might be an Indian name, actually,” he said.
“Might be they wanted the name masquerading as an Indian name,” I said.
The owner nodded at the doctor. “He’s the historian, I guess,” he finally said, and he shrugged. “Paul’s on his way over,” he said to the doctor.
No sooner had he said that but another man stepped around Jack’s shoulders. “Harry,” he said to the doctor. “Let’s go, shall we? Shooting range,” he said by way of reminding him, and he winked at me, cocked an imaginary gun’s hammer spur with his thumb, and curled his trigger finger closed.
The doctor raised his eyes at me as he pushed himself up from the bench. “This is Paul Deschields,” he said to me. “If you wonder who owns a piece of land, he’s your answer in most cases for all around this place,” he said. “So no trespassing! He’s a good shot, too!”
Paul and Harry laughed, but the doctor also gave me a knowing glance to reinforce to me that it wasn’t really a joke, what he said about Paul’s shot.
The three men, the doctor, the resort keeper, and the land owner, stood back from the table and, each with their hands in their pockets, their suit jackets bunched up around their wrists, they stared at me, sitting at the table with their three daughters, Haley, Jordan, and Dana. It wasn’t the most comfortable position to be placed in. It was the kind of scene I preferred to avoid.
“You got everything you need right here,” the doctor said, nodding at the three 20-something girls crowding around me. “This one,” he said gesturing with his chin at Dana, “knows everybody’ secrets in the whole town. This one,” he said, gesturing to Jordan, “is the keeper of the vault and all the secrets therein,” he said. “And this one,” he said, gesturing to his own daughter Haley, “knows where all the skeletons are buried,” he said, and he chuckled. His two companions turned to go. “Anything else you need to decide to take the job?” he said.
“Just no touching the merchandise,” Paul said, and he waved the nose of his imaginary gun at me with one eye closed as though aiming. The owner of the restaurant wagged his finger at me and nodded. The way Paul gestured at me with his imaginary gun wasn’t a joke. It was a warning. Haley and Jordan’s fathers looked on, their smiles tight, as if testing whether I understood the stakes. The daughters, though — each of them carried their own defiance, a hint of something unspoken.
This wasn’t a negotiation anymore. It was a test. The fathers wanted to know if I could keep my head, while the daughters seemed determined to make me lose it. I’d faced difficult clients before, but nothing like this. I realized he was offering me the gig — and setting the conditions, too. I searched my mind for some way to get out of it. I looked at Dana and caught her looking back at me with an odd kind of anticipation in her eyes, and I knew, I just knew, that this job was going to get dodgy in an awful hurry.
Why would you say to a man not to touch the merchandise then point at your daughter when you know damn well that only serves to put the idea in a guy’s head he had been struggling the whole time to keep out?
Dana’s smile lingered too long, and my mind filled the silence with its own treacherous images. I clenched my fists under the table, forcing myself back to the room, but the weight of her gaze was like gravity pulling me in. I jolt Dana’s body with mine. I ram myself into her as hard as I can. Her fingernails dig into my ass, urging me to slam her harder still. I lay on top of her, pushing her down under me and through the bed, humping her body madly, like an animal.
I shake my head. “No, I’m good,” I said to the doctor. But he and his companions had already turned to leave without waiting for my answer.
The doctor’s words hung in the air — Haley, the skeletons; Jordan, the vault; Dana, the secrets of the town. Each one a keeper of things I knew I didn’t want to uncover. Yet here I was, staring down the double barrel of expectations.




Chapter 9



“So what is the industry here, actually?” I said to the three girls when I turned back to the table. I needed to reset things between us, keep it professional, establish the working relationship it was going to have to be, if I was actually going to stick around long enough to research and write this damned book.
Dana nodded like she knew the answer. “The population of Cotchache — or Côte Cachée, as you say — goes up ten-fold during the season,” she said. “It’s not so secret a hideaway anymore, I guess. The resort, various tourist services, entertainment, boat charters, its a summer tourist industry here, basically,” she said. She watched their three fathers weave through tables to the front door, greeting people, waving at others, nodding at some.
“That and searching for buried silver treasure, apparently” Jordan said, and she chuckled. She was also distracted by the men inching closer and closer to the front doors. They were all watching their fathers depart with unwarranted impatience.
“Might well be some of that around,” I said, glancing up at the men too, wondering why we were.
“I do love me a good secret,” Jordan said. Her eyes, though, were like the other two, carefully watching the three men, who couldn’t have taken longer if they tried.
“You’re just nosey,” Dana said to her, and she laughed and twirled her finger in her hair, but she still watched all the same.
“I love getting out on the ocean and getting free of it all,” Haley said. “I’d have made a great pirate!”
They all laughed — but in a guarded, careful way.
I decided I’d seen it all before. I knew the story before I even started. The town was insular, it’s become over time a spider web of intrigue, lead especially — I deduced —  by these three bewitching girls surrounding me at the table hidden at the back of the restaurant.
But I couldn’t think of a good excuse to get out of town before I got trapped there. There was without a doubt ample material to fill three books, there appeared to be boxes of photos, and the story was already writing itself, having started life as a secret French pirate cove for raiding Spanish silver galleons headed to Asia — or so I had made up on the spot as a teaser. Locals eat that kind of stuff up. All it needed was a “It is speculated by some . . . “ disclaimer in front of it, and it was fit to print. Now I wish I’d kept my pitch in check. I sold it all too well.
The girls watched silently as the doctor, the developer, and the owner finally went out the front door of the restaurant, the door swinging closed again behind them. Haley sighed audibly and sank back in her seat. “I swear to god, I’m gonna lose it one of these days,” she said.
I looked up through the tops of my eyes struck by the sudden transformation in her and I squinted.
“It’s only for a couple more years. You can do it,” Jordan said to her, and she held. She too changed in her face from day to night.
I narrowed my eyes at Dana.
“My grandfather literally did grab this whole strip of land,” she said to me. “And her dad still owns most of what’s built on it, no joke,” she said. “But don’t kid yourself about those three,” she said.
I sank back and dabbed the corners of my mouth with a napkin as my spidey senses tingled madly. I stalled for time. They could have fooled me, playing the parts of the three dutiful daughters to a ’T’, up until that moment. It was early, but all old towns have a facade, and all facades crumble under light. This one’s facade, though, was falling like it was already held up by dust.
“It was originally a one hundred-year lease,” Haley said to me. “This whole place is technically not even part of the state — it’s some kind of semi-autonomous zone. It’s fucking weird,” she said. “Nobody knows about this stuff.”
“A what?” I said.
“Her great-grandfather . . . ” Dana said, sitting forward and leaning over the table closer to me. She gestured to Jordan, “. . .  in addition to being the original banker, was a state senator, and created some kind of charter that exempted this strip of coastline from state jurisdiction,” she said. “But it’s a lease that’s up in two years, and that’s when it reverts back to the state.”
“Two years is the town centenary,” I said.
“Bingo,” Jordan said. “And that’s when everything changes.”
“Everything and nothing,” Haley said. “Nobody’ll notice anything at first, it’ll look the same. But underneath? Tectonic,” she said to me and she flared her eyes.
I didn’t know whether to laugh or shake my head. “But why’d they do it that way?” I said.
“Because this was never just any old resort,” Dana said, and she shook her head like I could be the dimmest bulb in the marque. “It was like — it is like! — a foreign embassy property, so no state taxes, no state police, no state laws, nothing, it’s all their own thing,” she said. “Autonomous,” she said and she nodded again. “Like an Indian reservation. Self-governing.” Her voice dropped conspiratorially. “This lease isn’t just about land. It’s about control — who gets to call the shots in a place where no rules apply.”
“I still don’t get it,” I said.
“You’re in a foreign country here,” she said to me raising her voice. “People escaped to this place — people with the passport to stay in this place, anyway,” she said. “It’s a hideout, it’s an escape pod, it’s the original ‘made’ place,” she said.
I looked around the table through squinting eyes hardly able to believe my ears, hardly able to match the words to the faces.
“And I’m supposed to watch over your shoulder as you write your book and make sure nothing goes astray with the plan going forward,” Haley said.
“The plan?” I said.
“Don’t kid yourself,” Haley said. “Those three?” she said, gesturing at the door their fathers left through. “They talked long into the night about this very day — about your pitch for the book, about you coming to town, about how they could use you to their advantage.”
“I didn’t get that off them at all,” I said.
“They’re good at it, aren’t they,” Jordan said, and she snorted cynically.
“Your book is meant to say nothing about the lease,” Haley said. “Which will allow them to quietly roll it over and renew it for another hundred years. They’ve already got friends in the state senate lined up.”
“And if the book mentions the lease?” I said. “I mean, it’s kind of relevant to the founding of the place,” I said. “If what you say about this is true.”
Haley made her head explode with her hands and cheeks. Jordan laughed. “Your book can’t mention the lease,’ Haley said.
“But why?” I asked.
“Because if people find out what it means, it’s over,” Dana cut in. “They can’t afford that kind of exposure. There’s no way they’d get the lease renewal through if people knew what it was,” she said. “Are you kidding me?” She shook her head and snorted.
“So why get a book done at all, then?” I said.
“Easy,” Haley said. “Control the narrative. Before you appeared on the scene, they had no other strategy besides keeping their mouths shut and shut up anyone else who knew the truth,” she said. “And hope for the best.”
“And you three are the only other ones who know the truth?” I said.
“Us three,” Haley said, and she nodded sharply.
“Ok, look,” I said, and I flopped back in my seat. “I don’t want to do this book,” I said. The air in the room suddenly felt stifling. The line between right and wrong blurred, just as my thoughts often did. Was I brought here to write history, or to bury it? “This is what I make a point of avoiding, exactly this kind of political hairball shit,” I said. I didn’t add that I was also wary of the interpersonal risk involving any one of the three of them. I couldn’t work under conditions like that, not with my brain being what it was. There’s a reason I work and travel alone. These three were too distracting by miles.
“But you have to do the book,” Haley said.
“Excuse me?” I said.
“You’re going to write two books, though,” she said. “One for those three to look over, and another one they’re not going to see.”
“Well that would be unethical,” I said.
“You want unethical?” Jordan said, and she suddenly shot up. “Let’s go back to the vault.” Dana glanced at Haley, a silent conversation passing between them. “There’s something you missed,” Jordan said, her tone laced with urgency. “Something they’d never want you to see.” The way they exchanged looks made me wonder if I was stepping into something bigger than I already wanted no part of. She started walking across the restaurant. Haley and Dana also got up and stared at me like I was dim, like I was slow to understand. They left me no choice but to follow them.
“This isn’t how I work,” I said, trying to catch up.
“Just take another look,” Jordan said, and she reassured me over her shoulder. 
“But at what?” I said.
“You’ll see,” Haley said.
Dana, Jordan, and Haley shot glances and knowing grins at each other.
“You’re going to see it anyway,” Jordan said. “Might as well look at it right now.”
“No I won’t see it anyway, because I’m not doing the book,” I said. “Either of them.”
“This isn’t going to be some old town’s vanity project,” Haley said, turning around and walking backward in front of me. “This is going to be your Pulitzer Prize.” She grinned crookedly up the side of her face.
I scoffed and looked sideways. I was surprised she even knew what that was. They moved like a unit, those three, their whispers and exchanged glances speaking volumes. Whatever they thought they knew, it wasn’t just about the lease — it was somehow about breaking free of the  long shadows their fathers cast.
But I couldn’t peel out of there under cover of night. What could it hurt to amuse these three and pretend to look over what they thought was so damning back in the archives? What kind of historian would I be, if I didn’t at least take a look?




Chapter 10



We climbed the steps back up to the entrance of the bank building library and went inside. It was night now and closed, but of course librarian Jordan had the keys.
We stood back from the face of the vault as she spun the combination wheel again and leaned way back to haul the heavy slab of steel open. Once inside, all three of them pulled on bars inside the door to shut it — mostly — behind us.
“Sit,” Jordan said. There was a small table and a simple wooden chair along one wall. I sat down. Haley tapped her platform pumps and crossed her arms over her chest and pushed her tongue into the side of her cheek. Dana did the same thing on the other side of the table. Jordan, meanwhile, moved boxes and carts as though disassembling a puzzle she alone knew how it was built, and she uncovered a lower and well-hidden set of shelves with older boxes on it, these ones metal. And locked.
She carried one over and put it down on the table in front of me and spun it in place so the lock for the lid faced me. She pulled a tiny box down from a shelf above the vault door. This contained several keys, and she pulled one out after examining the numbers printed on them, and handed it to me.
“Go on,” she said, and she stood back like the other two and waited, arms crossed, foot tapping.
Me being who I am, my mind went to thoughts of the vault door closing and locking us inside, and me thinking, Ha, worse ways to go, being trapped in here with those three. Like a porn flick premise, I thought, and I snorted to myself at how my mind, at a time like that, could go there.
I tried to focus on the files, but my mind intruded — Jordan’s fingers brushing mine as I took the key from her became something else entirely, her touch lingering, pulling me under. I shook my head. Not now. Not here.
I inserted the key, the lid popped open, and I pushed it up and back on its stiff piano hinge. Inside, I found it stuffed tight with hanging files.
“Go on,” Dana said. All three leaned in over my head. It was clear to me they’d all perused the contents themselves. They knew what I was going to find, whatever it was.
I exhaled and leaned back in the hard wood chair. “I really don’t actually do serious writing,” I said. “I just made that shit up about Côte Cachée.”
They were unmoved. I resigned myself to it and took a deep breath and worked free a file from the middle of the box and laid it out on the table like something toxic. I checked again through the tops of my eyes at the three of them ranged around me, looming over me, the way they leaned forward over their shoes.
“I’m a faker,” I said. “A fraud. I just write fluff,” I said.
“Open it,” Dana said.
I jutted my jaw sideways and opened the file, my eyes remaining up on Jordan’s eyes. There being no way out, I looked down at what laid open before me.
What I found was an 8x10 glossy black-and-white photo . . .  of a row of Nazis in brown shirt uniforms and tall black boots, all of them giving the straight-arm Nazi salute toward the camera.
I showed nothing on my face, yet, but I cleared my throat and flipped the picture over. Big deal, I thought. Lots of that to be found in old German family trunks. Under it was another picture showing a formation of the same types in uniform marching down what I immediately recognized as the main street of the town, given the appearance of the very same bank building we were inside of. It was a parade. Families and children lined the sidewalks, smiling and waving. I leaned closer over the picture and squinted at the car carrying what appeared to be a parade grand Marshall standing up in the back of the convertible.
“Hold on,” I said. “That’s a ’62 Caddy.”
“Right?” Dana said. The three of them glanced at each other. Dana folded the file over and put it away and randomly drew another one up and put it down in front of me. I opened it up. Here were more pictures — a shooting practice, it would appear, everyone again in Nazi SS gear. There were bottles of wine on a table outside, wives chatting, children gamboling. I recognized the road in the background going over the pass I first came down when I arrived in this foresaken town.
I flipped through hundreds of similar photos and fell back in my seat. I gripped the edge of the table, my knuckles turning white. These weren’t just secrets — these were weights, anchors threatening to pull this town down into an abyss. And somehow, these three expected me to drop release the chain. “Okay, so you’re saying if this got out . . . ” I said, too stunned by what I saw in just two or three files to respond in a more nuanced way, “ . . .  that would capsize the idea of rolling over the lease?” I said. “At the very least?”
“You think?” Haley said. She wasn’t asking.
“So why would you want this to get out, then?” I said. “It’s your families — your family owns the resort,” I said to Dana, “your’s owns everything else around here, apparently,” I said to Jordan, “and your family runs the whole place,” I said to Haley.
“Because,” Jordan said, “that may be who they are, but it is not who we are. We’ve waited years for this,” Haley said, her voice trembling. “Every family dinner, every meeting, pretending like we didn’t know what was buried here.” Her fists clenched. “We can’t keep pretending. It might have been who our grandparents were, and while our families might be okay with hiding that past, we can’t live like that,” she said. “None of us can,” she said, looking around at the others and nodding sharply, the three of them bunched themselves together in front of me and stared down at me.
They were gorgeous, they were bewildering, and they were entrancing. But they were also deadly serious.
“It has to stop here,” Dana said. “And it will stop here, with us.”
“They thought bringing you down here was the perfect plan for rolling the lease over and keeping this past hidden,” Haley said. “But we have different plans for you.”
I’d dealt with skeletons in closets before, but this wasn’t some dusty family feud or forgotten scandal. This was history with a loaded gun pressed to its temple — and they wanted me to pull the trigger. “Listen,” I said, and I threw my hands up. “I don’t get involved in local squabbles,” I said. “I’ve walked away from better projects than this just for getting a whiff of something off,” I said. “And this town reeks of something off.”
“So then do the book my dad wants,” Haley said.
“But secretly also do the book that this town needs,” Dana said.
“I’m not that good,” I said. “I’m just a hack. I’m a poser. I’m a hustler. I got fired from the university for fake footnotes. I live in a fucking RV.”
“You didn’t make up a thing about the origins of the town’s name, did you,” Dana said. “The silver, the pirates, the French, that was all true, wasn’t it,” she said.
I shrugged and looked long and sideways at the wall. “Some of it,” I finally said.
“All of it,” Dana said.
“So I did some research before I got here,” I said. “Sue me.”
“Because you are that good,” Jordan said. “You show up in town for the first time in your life and tell those three blowhards something totally crucial about their own town right off the hopper that they didn’t even know. I mean, what is more fundamental than the meaning of the name of a town, or the actual way the name is supposed to be written, and they don’t even know about that after living here for three or even four generations,” Jordan said.
I puffed my cheeks out and looked long and hard all around me out at the steel walls that enclosed us. “You guys are not going to let me get out of here, are you,” I said.
“We’re here to help you!” Haley said, and she leaned down over the table and pressed her lips against my cheek. Jordan leaned down, too, and she pressed her lips to my other cheek. They both lingered there too long. They knew what they were doing to me. They knew how to use their charms. Dana leaned over as well and she pressed her lips to my forehead between the other two fresh, clean, and scented faces. The fantasy was leaking into reality. I shook my head. I needed clarity.
“It could be fun, you know,” Dana said, when she finally and mercifully pulled her face away from mine. “So do it?” she said.
“For us?” Haley said.
How could I refuse? I mean, pirates, silver, nazis, mysterious century-old leases? The town had it all, and three stunning women to boot, assigned to help me. The idea gnawed at me, though. Two versions of the truth, one to hide it, and one to expose it. I’d be balancing on a knife’s edge, and the wrong word could cut deep.
“Fuck me,” I finally said to the ceiling of the vault, and I emptied my lungs through my puffed-out cheeks. They laughed, and I went back to my motorhome, ruminating all the way on what madness I was getting myself into.




Chapter 11



They had earlier told me of a disused beach trail where I could park my RV for the duration of my stay. The chrome tube writhed and twisted over the lumps and pits of the narrow path before finally cresting the last dune, tall beach grasses caressing it down both sides.
They were right, those three. I hunched over the steering wheel and gazed out at my new surroundings. The hidden beachfront spot was beautiful, it was inspiring, and best of all, it was private. If I had quickly become captive to those girls in their small and secretive coastal town, there were worse places, I well knew, to live out a prison sentence like the one I felt condemned to live out here. But the isolation of it was both a gift and a trap — perfect for digging into a town’s secrets, but also perfect for getting buried in them.
As promised, I found among the gently swaying stands of grass a fresh water faucet and a power receptacle, both sticking up out of the ground on short and grey-weathered wooden poles. Both worked, too. 
“Somebody had a plan out there at one time, I guess,” was Dana’s explanation.
I plugged in and tapped on and ran the pipes and fans inside the motorhome awhile as I stood in front of the open side door facing the wide, roiling sea with my hands on my hips marveling at how this could all work out pretty well after all, despite the flags flying all over the field. I curled my toes into the warm sand and filled my lungs with the ocean air.
It seemed to always go like that for me: on the one hand, but on the other. Comme ci, comme ca. Do I stay or do I go. The idea of creating two books, one for the fathers, one for their daughters, fit right in with the theme my life seemed to have been written to thus far. I remained forever stuck in a liminal world between two base camps, neither here nor there, not going to heaven, lord knows, but neither consigned to hell either.
The whole town seemed to be just like me, too, hanging onto a narrow strip of land between slabs of rock thrown up behind it in slow-motion waves cresting up from invisible underground tectonic clashes, and swells of ocean water crashing up the beach in front of it, also from equally invisible wind and weather from far over the horizon.
Jordan’s head popped up over the dune behind me and she waved and smiled and, once sure she was noticed, she proceeded further up the trail toward me. “Didn’t want to scare you,” she called out ahead of herself. 
“‘Scaring me’ is not what I would call it,” I called more softly back to her the closer she came.
She tilted her head quizzically at me and I realized I had come close to giving my own secrets away.
She came in flat sandals with a big fake red jewel on the toes and a mid-riff-baring full-sleeve white top, the elongated wrists of which her thumbs poked through, stretching the top tightly over her body with each swing of her arms. Her gentle waves of toned brown hair cascaded over her shoulders and swept down her back. The way the last of the evening sun played in it made it appear to be flowing like a burbling brook, momentarily mesmerizing me as she approached. Her deep, wide eyes glowed watery-like in the reflected under-light coming off the sea behind me.
Jesus, I thought. Maybe I’m not going to make it here after all. I’m not going to survive this. It was starting up all over again, those issues of mine. 
I stroked a strand of her hair that blew over her face and tucked it behind her ear. I touched the corner of her jaw, the nape of her neck, the back of her neck under her hair, and I squeezed her there and shivered myself.
She continued to glide toward me as though not walking, but floating. Her smile was slight, her lips just parted enough to show me glints of her teeth, her eyes partly lidded. She tilted her head, her eyes dropped to my mouth, her chest filled and rose.
I tried to breathe. Her arms reached out and her hands cupped around my shoulders. Reality and fantasy, truth and imagination, intertwined and snaked around each other, one grinning, the other gasping.
Still she came closer, closing the space between our faces close enough I felt the warmed of her breath on me, I smelled the scent that rose from her chest, felt the heat from the skin of her face, and heard the hiss of inhalation pulled through her nearly clenching teeth.
Our lips pressed together, her tongue slide through the portal opened between our mouths, she poked the hardened tip of her tongue up against the backs of my top teeth, and she chuckled. “Miss me already?” she said in a voice half breath, half moan, and she pushed her hand, palm forward, down the front of my shirt, under the waist of my shorts, and down, further down.
“I think you’re about to find out,” I said. I could die out here, I thought. Nobody knew where I was.
She laughed with her shoulders poking up through the cold-shoulder cut-outs of her tight white top, and she scratched with her long, nimble and agile fingers at the waist band of my inner shorts, before sliding her long fingers down inside those, too.
“Mmm!” she hummed with a closed smile spreading widely across her face. Her cool, smooth hand pushed further down and she cupped it around my balls before pulling out the length of my erection. “I’ve been dying for this!” she whispered in my ear, teetering on her tippy-toes and leaning, falling, against me, before catching herself and chuckling shyly.
I teetered, too, back on my heals before resting, slouching back and still barely on my feet, leaning on the still sun-warm chrome side of my motorhome. She pushed her face up close to mine and darted her eyes back and forth between my two eyes. Her fingers worked to push the button out of the waist of my shorts, and she pulled the fly down.
She bent at her knees and waist and pushed her chest into my chest, and then into my ribs, and then into my stomach as she slowly poured her body down the front of my body. Jesus, was this time real? I wondered. Were the photographs real, was the vault real, was anything real anymore?
“Just enjoy,” she said, as she came down onto her knees in the soft, yielding, and warm sand. My shorts crumpled around my ankles. My cock, erect as an English Setter on the hunt, brushed her cheek, and she snorted and tilted her head sideways and up to find me above her. Her hand wrapped around my shaft and she puckered her lips to press them like a girl sealing a love letter against the tip of the head of my cock, and she stuck her tongue out at me, grinned, and closed her eyes. She pressed forward with her face. First the head, and then the ridge, and finally most of the shaft of my cock slid without friction into another world altogether, this one filled with pure, disembodied heat and wetness and nothing else.
I mean, how could a Nazi parade be celebrated down the main street of an American town in 1963? How could a strip of coastal land be declared self-governing? I looked down at the top of Jordan’s head and pushed my fingers through her silken hair. How could this be happening?
She moaned like it was her who was the one being sucked on. She pulled back just as slowly as she pushed forward, and snorted again at my saliva-wetted cock and the band of pink frosted lipstick she left around the very base of it. “Watch the ocean,” she said, “you’re making me too shy.”
I spread my feet for better balance, I narrowed my eyes at the dimming horizon as instructed, and I closed my hands around the back of her head, hanging on.
She pumped her mouth forward and back over my shaft with machine-like precision and pace. She slithered her soft, moist tongue around the underside of my cock when it penetrated her mouth and drove to the back of her throat.
She put me in a dream-like state, the breeze tussling her hair, her moans mixed with the rhythmic wash of the waves riding up the beach, her mouth on me like the warm breeze off the ocean. Her waves of long brunette hair rippled and flowed against my bared hips and thighs. I felt the energy of an orgasm gather in my groin.
“Brought you some things,” Jordan said, and she cam e to a stop directly in front of me, shadowing my face from the sun with her head.
It was day, not night. I was awake, not sleeping. She was there, not here.
I shook. Her touch, the sea breeze brushing against me, dissipated. I anchored myself back to the moment, yet her image below me lingered like an intrusive shadow. I blinked hard. She was holding a banker’s box at her waist like some offering.
“Where were you just now?” she said, and she chuckled and walked past me to step up and into the open door of my motorhome. She looked over her shoulder at me as strands of her hair whipped across her face. “Permission to go aboard, oh captain,” she said, and she laughed and went through without waiting for my reply.
I came down the length of the chrome tube and tried hard not to look at her shorts as they rose up, step by step, directly in front of me.
She spun around on the floor of the motorhome inside and caught me staring anyway and laughed, but mostly to herself. “Where would you like to put it?” she said.
“Table,” I said after a moment, and I gestured with a nod to the other side of the galley and I swallowed hard. I tried to regulate my breath to slow my racing heart. I tried to tear my eyes away to regulate my out-of-control mind.
She slid the box across the table with a crooked grin spreading privately over her face. It was like she could read my mind. Could she? Could they all?
“What have we got here?” I said, pulling the lid off the box.
“I’m teasing you,” she said, and she glanced at me through the corners of her eyes and bit her lip.
I pulled a file up from inside the box and spread it open. It was a chart, a timeline. I looked up at her questioningly.
She swiveled on her sandals.
The girl intoxicated me. She blinded me. I wavered on my buckling knees and shut my eyes and pursed my lips. Too close, I wanted to shout at her, too close by far!
“Whoever organized all this did a thorough job,” she said, tapping the sheet I held. “Every box matches an event on the timeline. Just let me know which one you need, and can bring it down. It’s so quiet out here, isn’t it.”
She twisted around without moving her body enough away from where it brushed mine, and she leaned her head back and raised her face up to my face. We remained far too close for a washed-out hack nearly twice the age of that glowing gem of young perfection, especially for inside the privacy of the motorhome parked so far away and now unseen from anyone, deep amidst the tall grasses, the beach sand, and the tumbling ocean.
I tore my eyes away from hers and stepped back from her leaning body.
She pushed her hand up through her hair to resettle it. She bit her lip and looked down, sliding the sheet back into the box. Something was on her mind. There was more to her visit than a chart.
I knew better than to get caught up in all this. Yet here I was, teetering on the edge of reason, every glance from her making the ground beneath me feel more like quicksand. Monumental secrets ran like veins through the bedrock of the town. Secrets in my mind ran like leaking vessels. The three girls had big secrets of their own. Their fathers had even worse secrets.
I stood directly behind her. She took her time in front of me, elbows up, head down, talking forever to work the lid back down onto the stuffed box. She had to know I was quietly watching her. She said as much with her eyes when she suddenly twisted around, caught me staring at her back, and she smiled at me through strands of her loose hair.
“Every box has a sheet like this in it,” she said in far too soft and intimate voice, now turning all the way around to lean back on the forward edge of the table behind her. She gripped both hands around the edge behind her and spread her feet wide across the floor between us. “It’s all pre-computer, of course,” she said with a shrug, “but whoever did it, they did a very accurate job of it.”
She kept her deep brown eyes directly on mine, staring at me, unsettling me with them. She had to know it. “You can skip around anywhere you wish to go here and you’ll never get lost,” she said. Did she mean the contents of the vault, did she mean the whole weird town, or did she mean the half-fantasy, half-reality world I suspected she knew all about, where it played in my mind.
“So anytime you need to, you can just call me, tell me which box you want by reading the code off this timeline chart,” she said, tapping the lid of the box behind her, “and I’ll come with it down to you here,” she said. “I like coming down here, anyway,” she added. “It’s my favorite private place.” Her gaze lingered too long, or maybe I imagined that, too. Either way, the air felt charged, like a storm was about to break.
She pushed herself up from the table, pushed by me, and went half-way out the door at the side of the motorhome before she stopped and twisted around. Her body lit up from the front in the last of the flaming orange and red sunlight hitting her. Her t-shirt flared up in the breeze. Backlit, I could see the outline of her body beneath, the rise of her breasts, the slope of her tummy. “Or come on me at the library — I can show you the loft.”
“On?” I said, gulping.
She snickered. “Come TO me, I mean,” she said, and she grinned, she waved a tiny wave at me with fluttering  fingers, and she stepped the rest of the way down and out, and was gone.
Was that all just my imagination? Something else going on, it can’t have been all in my mind.




Chapter 12



I stepped back form the door and fell down on the bench seat alongside the table and rolled all the way down onto my back. I cupped my hands over my face and rubbed it hard. “Jesus fucking Christ,” I moaned. But no matter how hard I pressed my fingertips against the lids over my eyes, I could not create enough blue and red sparks to cover over the image of my cum oozing out the corners of Jordan’s grinning lips. “I’m not going to make it,” I said out loud. There was no one out there to hear me, though. Or so I thought.
“Was Jordan down here?” I heard a voice say, and I popped up and startled myself with the vision of Haley darkening the doorway. “Oh good!” she said, as she climbed up and into the motorhome, her eyes on the banker’s box on the table in front of me.
She slid down into the bench seat opposite me and she pushed the box toward the side wall. She was dressed in a sky-blue t-shirt tied in a knot at her ribs. She wore a white ball-cap, her blonde ponytail pulled through the smiling gap in the back. From under the brim, she lifted her face to mine. Her dazzling blue eyes did that thing to me that blue eyes do — the paralytic thing, where they pin you in place like a photo on a crime wall.
“This . . . ” she said, and she placed a sheet of paper on the table in front of her and turned it around to face me under my chin. “ . . . is a list of important people that you cannot — you must not! — fail to interview. They must feel consulted and included. Their stories,” she said, “will bore you to tears, but we’ll cover you, it’s necessary. You want them — you need them! — on your side.”
I blinked at the sheet she pushed further under my chin, wiggling it there. I didn’t raise my eyes to hers. I couldn’t. It was happening again, of course. I was losing control. It was worse now than ever.
I came behind her and pulled the bottom of her t-shirt up over her ribs, and up over the mounds of her breasts where they were cupped inside the white lace folds of her gleaming bra. She lifted her arms and stretched her hands and chuckled, allowing me to pull it up and off her body. Her blonde hair swept down over my face. She brought her feet together with military-like precision and spread her arms straight out to her sides. She was inviting me to undo the button in the waist of her white shorts, and to pull the fly down, to push her shorts down and off her.
In white lace panties and bra alone, she stepped out of her shorts where they crumpled around her feet. I gripped her waist in my hands. She stood facing the stove and sink, the heels of her hands pressed down into the edge of the counter, her arms locker, her bare shoulders poking up to her ears. She pushed herself up on her toes and wiggled her ass at me, arching her back.
I was becoming defeated by it. I was forgetting to even try to shake myself free of it. I was unsure if there ever was a barrier between the world of the so-called real, and the world dismissed as make-believe. No wonder I washed out as a professional historian.
I slid my fingertips down over her hips and under the waistband of her panties. I kept pushing as they slid down her legs and finally fell, loosened, around her ankles. I crouched down on bent knees and gently held one of her narrow ankles after the other to guide her feet out the top of her panties.
When I rose again, I stuffed her panties in my pocket, and she bent at her waist and leaned down over the top of the stove. She arched her back. She pressed her feet up on her toes. She spread them over the floor. And she wavered her ass at me, red cape-like, and dropped her face down to find me under her arm and through strands of fallen blonde hair behind her.
“Do you want to?” she said in a private and soft voice. “Come on,” she said.
I’m already naked. My cock quivered. It’s hard.
I won’t survive. I can’t do this.
She snorted lightly and bent further down, enough to reach down and through her spread thighs to find my cock behind her with her stretching fingers. She stroked me and rotated her hips at me.
I dropped my chin to my chest and clenched my eyes shut. This can’t be happening, this can’t be real, think, I said to myself, could this ever be real?
“Come on!” she said again, and she licked her lips at me. Her long, cool fingers slid up and down the length of my hard shaft. She rubbed her palm over the head. She licked her hand and came back to me, wetting me with her saliva. “You know you want to,” she said. She scratched, lightly, the underside of my cock with her long, filed fingernails, all matte white with glitter.
I stumbled forward and back. I etched the nails of one hand into the wrist of my other arm where they strained together behind my back. I plead for release. It was torture.
She pushed her body down to the stove surface, and arched her back to press her hips further up and out toward me. She gasped — the head of my cock that she pulled and strokeed kissed the flaming hot lips of her wet and frothing pussy.
“I can’t,” I managed to groan. If I give in to it, I thought, I might never come up to the surface again. It would be like breathing water.
She thrusted her face up to the ceiling, arched her back even further down, and shoved her hips out at my ass. She captured the head of my cock inside her pussy, and before I could look, I felt the length of her contract around my cock all the way up to the base.
“And this,” she said, rocking on her side on the bench seat in front of me to push her searching fingers down the tight front pocket of her white shorts, “is all this again, plus contact info and more,” she said, sliding a thumb drive over the table next to the sheet of paper she had earlier put there.
I lifted my face from the table up to her face. She appeared, for a moment, with tight and twisting lips and curved eyebrows, to be on the cusp of saying something more, to be holding back something, but no, that had to be me. I looked out the window on the pretense of watching the last of the sunset. Previously, my mind enhanced what was already there, it brought up into high relief patterns barely evident in the documents and stories I immersed myself in. The heightened granularity of the visions told me where to search for previously hidden truths. I had come to rely on it as my guide to a reality that lay under the reality of the surface.
But what these girls were doing to me under the surface could in no way correlate to anything real above it. My method was surely breaking down. My guide was becoming more lost than me. I brought my eyes back to Haley’s eyes across the table from me, ready to confess what madness swirled behind my eyes, and to tell her why we could not go on with the project.
She a wave of tension flow out of her neck and shoulders and her face softened, a grin spread over her mouth, and her eyes dropped down half-lidded.
“But if you call me . . . ” she said, and she turned her face half-sideways and away from me. “ . . .  I’ll come down to you here before you talk to anyone so I can give you their background, so you’ll know what you can ask about, and what you can’t.” 
“Haley,” I said.
She pushed herself up from the table and stood at the end of it. Her bare thighs that emerged from the cuffed edge of her white shorts pressed lightly into the curve of the table I sat at. I looked directly at her belly button and the tiny diamond set into it, where she bounced her body back and forth at me.
“Or you can come up to the office,” she said. “I can show you the dormers up top — it’s fun up there!” she said, and she spun around and went to the door. “I used to sneak a boyfriend up there,” she said, and she laughed remembering it before she waved at me a tinier wave than even Jordan gave me, and she left.
It just can’t be, I said. I pushed the thumb drive into the tabletop, let it come up and swing around between my thumb and finger, and I pushed it down again. This was  never going to work, I thought. She was telling me things the whole time, Haley was, and I didn’t hear a word. Whatever connection once existed between my wildly fantasizing mind and mundane reality, it was surely gone now. The two worlds had de-coupled, and would, I knew, spread apart going their own separate ways, and I would no longer manage to bridge them.




Chapter 13



I went down to the beach, kicked off my shoes, and felt the hot sand in my toes. I rolled up the bottoms of my pants and waded into the frothing and receding wash. I watched another wave rush over my bare feet, and felt the sand particles tickle the backs of my ankles as it washed back out, leaving me a little buried in the glistening surface. Another wave and another after that washed over me until I was buried up to my ankles. I gazed out to the glittering sun-speckled horizon and thought that if I stood still long enough, I might soon be buried over my head. More photographs, deeper, darker secrets, ploys and innuendos, all of it more grains of sand forming around my body, taking me down wave by wave.
“Hey-ho!” I heard a voice over the roar of the crashing waves. I spun around and spotted Dana grinning and waving at me. “It’s hot and juicy, hurry!” she shouted, and she pointed at a container she held up in her other hand.
It never stopped. I had no chance. The harder I pulled, the deeper I sank. And there was Dana, standing just beyond reach, grinning like she knew what I was struggling with, and that I’d never get out. “The sand always takes what it wants,” she’d say in my mind, her voice a low murmur laced with something like pity.
I struggled to pull my feet free of the tight embrace of the suctioning sand, and I nearly tripped with a foot still caught behind me, before I came up over the dry, loose and hot sand toward her.
“I brought you some rations from the mess!” she said, and she laughed at her joke. She opened the lid of the plastic container and passed its contents under my nose to let me have a full whiff of it. “Lobster risotto, my captain,” she said, and she laughed. “In case you were thinking of leaving,” she said, and she paused a beat or two before laughing that off, too.
“Jesus,” I groaned. The aroma of it knocked me back.
She jutted her jaw crookedly when she passed it again under my nose. She was in bare feet — she had kicked off her heels in the grass before the sand. She was dressed in a white pencil skirt and pink loose blouse and looked entirely incongruous on the wild, grassy beach. She had come from work, I surmised. “Allow me,” she said, and she carefully scooped equal parts risotto, lobster meat, and shaved parmesan up with a fork and guided it to my mouth. “Close your eyes and open your mouth, and you will get a big, beautiful surprise,” she said, and she chuckled some more. She narrowed her eyes and paused. She was serious. I had to close my eyes.
I was overcome. I was weakened. Her teasing smirk faded into something unreadable, like disappointment or accusation. And yet, I couldn’t stop her from coming closer. One part of me screamed to pull back, another part pushed me under. Her hand found my mouth and I opened it as though on cue.
I was coming apart. The visions washed over me like the waves of the ocean washing over the beach. I held her hips. She stepped back. I pushed her down, and she knelt on the beach blanket she’d spread out for us.
I can’t do this, not here, not now, not with her, I thought. But every time I tried to pull myself back, the vision of her dragged me further down. It wasn’t a fair fight. My mind fogged over and the space between the three of them, between her and me, between what was real and what wasn’t, collapsed. Just like that, I was gone again, reality and imagination overlapping and dissolving into a third state of being.
I came down onto my knees to face her. She leaned back on her hands behind her. Her mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. She was pretending to be shocked, to be scandalized about what I was doing to her, but with a crooked grin, too, that told me she was only play-acting through all of it. And what I was doing to her was working her tight pencil skirt up her bare thighs and pushing it further up, too, over her hips.
“Lane!” she said softly, faking her scolding, and she quickly darted a glance behind her and over her shoulder and then over the other shoulder, too, before she smirked, sparkled her eyes at me, and eased herself further down and onto her back before me. Her fingers reached up and brushed my lips softly, exploring me.
But this time, instead of her playful grin, I saw that stark black-and-white photograph — marching boots, saluting arms. Her body twisted around in front of me and she became the vault’s heavy steel door, creaking open as if readying to swallow me whole. Yet sill, I leaned closer down, drawn to her heat, to the pull of her body, to the seduction of the secrets of her town. I was falling into it as I was embracing the young woman laying back under me.
She ducked her face down and brushed her straight black bangs from her eyes. She blinked at me. “Was that nice?” she said, bringing the lip-cleaned fork back to the container where she turned the food over, pushed it around.
I savored the lobster, risotto, and parmesan I found filling my mouth, and I pushed it around with my tongue before swallowing it, and I raised my eyes up to her’s.
“Yeah, that was pretty good,” I said, glad for the reprieve, for the moment, but shaken about the next one and when and where it would strike.
“You know,” she said, still poking at the risotto with her fork. “This town has a funny way of holding onto things. Stories, people, even mistakes — nothing ever really goes away. It just gets buried. Like sand over your feet.” She glanced at my ankles, still caked with drying sand, and she smiled crookedly. “Or maybe that’s just me being overly dramatic. Either way, enjoy.”
Her words lingered like a thread begging to be pulled. What did she mean, people never go away? What mistakes?
She handed the container to me. “I can bring food down to you here whenever you want,” she said. “Or just come up to the restaurant, you can always eat out of my office if we’re full.”
I took another mouthful of what she offered me. “I mean, it’s really good,” I said.
“I know, right?” she said. “Gotta go though!” she nodded, and she twisted around and used my shoulder for balance to pull herself awkwardly up from the blanket which made her skirt ride too high up her thighs, and she laughed and rolled her eyes at me as she pulled it back down. She bit her lip and I puffed out my cheeks.
She spun around at the top of the dune just where she came framed against the overarching blue sky, and she laughed again and waved a tiny wave to me with her fingers at her hips, and I thought how much she looked just then like a painting I couldn’t place.
They all did that, twisting around to find me staring at their receding forms and waving tiny private waves at me. I watched the top of her head disappear over the dune. The thought followed her form, uninvited and sharply intruding: Nothing in this town is what it seems. Not the girls, not the stories, not even the sand under my feet. I should never have come down the hill.
My three sirens entangled me in their beauty, secrets and promises every bit as irresistible and dangerous as Odysseus’s sirens, and I was equally bound by my curiosity, too, and tied to the town and bound to see the mystery through.




Chapter 14



I checked my phone’s remaining memory and went up the dune to photograph the motorhome in its parking spot to document, as I always did, my jobs. And then I walked up over the dune and started at the far end of town, taking pictures of the streetscapes, the buildings, and whatever inscribed corner stones I noticed.
I liked to write my stories like someone who knows the place like a native, like I was there when it happened. I liked to print photos of the streets on large 8 x 12s, and hang them all around my work space to get a sense of the space of the whole town. I didn’t just visit those towns, I told myself, I immersed myself in them, I took them into my blood. I tied myself to them.
Which was exactly why interpersonal relationships were anathema to my work. I flew close to the flame, but never so close as to get my wings singed. Until now.
“Scenes of the crime?” a voice called out from behind me, and I spun around and found the doctor, Harry Johnston, walking up behind me.
“Lay of the land,” I said, squinting one eye at him.
He put his arm around my shoulders and steered me, pushed me, really, up a sidewalk. “You’re just in time — I was dropping in on Paul, lets go inside and see if he has a cheque for you.”
“I think I forgot to actually say it,” I said, letting him corral me into the low and exquisitely designed building. “But I guess I’m taking the job.”
“I guess you are,” he said. “You didn’t seem to shoo away any of our daughters, I noticed that much,” he went on.
I gulped. I knew small towns to be places where nobody does anything without somebody else noticing. But I didn’t figure the doctor to be the nosy Parker type, too.
“Checking up on me?” I said, and I chuckled.
“Sure am,” he said, and he chuckled right back. “You work for me now.” He offered no further elaboration and I swallowed harder.
Paul Deschields, Jordan’s father, the son of the original banker and the current builder of everything in town, if I understood correctly, seemed to be expecting not only the doctor, but me as well. He was at least not surprised by me coming into his spacious office with his friend. A long-gun was spread out on a towel across his desk, taken apart in pieces. He was cleaning and polishing it, eyeing a line down the barrel, inserting a long narrow brush into it, pumping it.
“Here is fine,” the doctor said, pushing my shoulder down so that I sat in a chair facing the developer square on. The doctor pushed down on both of my shoulders like someone triggering TNT with a dynamite plunger. It bordered on rough.
“Our town historian has been entertaining our daughters out at his fancy retro RV up on Roberts Beach,” the doctor said, and he slapped my back too hard and fell into the chair beside me. “He says he’s taking the job on, I guess. And who wouldn’t, am I right?” he said to me over his shoulder with a chuckle.
“That right?” the developer said, not looking up from the wrong end of the barrel of his gun. He squinted one eye. “And I suppose he’s here for his first advance.”
I widened my eyes and straightened up in my chair and shot a glance at the doctor. I wasn’t thinking of my pay at all and I certainly wasn’t on my way to his office for it, and the doctor knew that. He turned to me and nodded privately to me as though to tell me he understood. I wasn’t comfortable being taken into his confidence, though.
“Hard at work already is he?” the developer said to the doctor, and he laid the barrel gently down on the towel and finally looked up, first at his friend, and then with eyes that slid slowly as a slug, over to me.
“Haley, Jordan, and Dana have all been out to his homestead this morning, matter of fact,” the doctor said, and he turned to me, but continued speaking to his friend. “Or is that a squat on Paul’s land, just like the guy out there before?” he said, and he laughed heartily.
“Hey!” I said, and I leaned back in my chair and put both my hands up like stop signs. “I’m fine parking behind the grocery store!” I said. “The girls showed me that place, they’re the ones that told me to take it.”
The developer leaned back in his tall-back executive chair and swiveled side to side. He clasped his hands behind his head. “Oh no,” he said. “We want to make sure you’re comfortable here in our humble little town. Make sure your every need is catered to, so to speak. Your every desire.”
“So to speak,” the doctor repeated after him, and he turned to me with an even more severe glance this time.
The developer suddenly shot up in his seat, pulled a drawer open in his desk, and pulled up a checkbook.
He quickly filled it and scribbled a few overlapping circles that would pass as his signature, and tore it dramatically from the book, folded it, and pushed it toward me.
I looked at it sitting there. Taking it would mean one thing and one thing only. Commitment.
“Go on,” the doctor said. He nudged his head toward it. The developer stared at it. The cheque beckoned to me like a slab of red meat set on the pan of a trap, its springs vibrating with tension, the lever anxious to let go.
That’s why they use checks, I realized, to make you reach for it — to turn passive receiving into active taking, to turn plausible deniability into “gotcha.”
I snatched it up and slid it without unfolding it or looking at it into my jacket’s interior pocket. “Appreciate that,” I said. I caught them glance at each other through the corners of their eyes, the doctor privately releasing a held breath. A moment later, he was guiding me back out of the office with the same urgency and direction as he had steered me in.
“You take care of yourself,” he said in a lower, quieter voice as we walked back to the street.
“Meaning?” I said, turning to him.
But he didn’t answer, he only jutted his jaw as though on the cusp of saying something, before he seemed to think better of it, and he quickly turned to head the other way.
I walked in troubled thought and then stopped, replaying the strange encounter in my mind. What was the doctor really warning me about? Why was that Paul guy so cagey with me? They sent their daughters to assist me, so why now were they accusing me of being with them? Of squatting on someone’s land?
I found myself in front of the old bank building and I turned and stared at it. It was magnificent. I wondered if the thing would actually make for a great cover photo — or perhaps an artist’s pencil sketch of it might. But why was it so grandiose? What possible future was imagined in this town’s past? It was always going to be confined to that narrow strip of land, it was always going to be difficult to get to over mountain passes. It was always going to be a harsh climate three or four months of the year. Did it house more than a vault?
I pulled the check out of my pocket and opened it. Ten thousand dollars, it read. That was generous for an advance, but it was still only part payment. We’d have to clarify the final rate at some point I thought, and I took a picture of the bank.




Chapter 15



Jordan appeared in the doorway frantically beckoning to me to come inside. I looked left and right like she was trying to get someone else’s attention, and she laughed and shook her head, before she more emphatically urged me to hurry inside with her.
The sense I had of eyes being on me from everywhere around filled me with new dread. That encounter I had with Harry and Paul was not sitting well. But I had little choice. I was on paid retainer now. I jutted my jaw sideways and made my way up the sidewalk toward the imposing pillars and the wide steps of the old bank building like a man approaching a court date.
“Let me show you!” Jordan said in a hushed librarian’s tone and her eyes glowed as her fingers curled at me.
“Show me what?” I said.
“You’ll see!” she said, and she turned toward green marble steps with veins splashing through them looking like an instantly frozen ocean caught in mid toss and frothing form, and I heard her high heels clickity-clack upwards.
I went after her and found her leading me around the edges of the loft that rose high up the walls inside. Every ten feet or so came an alcove, filled, like the wall itself, with books around its perimeter, and smart, wide, library work tables in the middle.
“The old bank executive’s offices,” she said, “so they could keep an eye on who and what was going on down below,” she said, shooting her eyes down to the main floor. “And my office,” she said, stopping at the only alcove that still had its wall and it’s door. It was heavy and oak and obviously antique — no doubt the original.
“My grandfather’s original office!” she said, confirming my impression of its importance, and she swung the door open and leaned her back against it, squeezing the brass knob in her hand as though brimming with pride about it. She urged me inside even though I needed to brush the front of my body against the front of her body as I passed.
“You kept the original furniture,” I said, scanning around the interior
“Uh-huh,” she said, closing the door behind me and smiling widely.
There was an oak filing cabinet, a massive desk, a huge painting depicting a hunting party with guns folded open and folded over the subjects’ arms, and pointer dogs in their hunting, smelling stance. Against the opposite wall was a massive black leather couch and a couple of matching huge chairs, and between them, an exquisite carved cherrywood coffee table.
Jordan went to the couch and flopped down in the middle of it and patted the cushion beside her. I chose for the time being to go along with it, and I sat down against the arm of the couch. “What do you think are the chances something more than just discussions about business took place on this couch?” she said, and when I spun my face to her, she erupted in snorting laughter and cupped her hand over her mouth.
“What do you mean?” I said, playing the innocence card, the only one I had left.
She leaned toward me and her body, bent at her waist, came down so that she looked up through the tops of her eyes at me. She was dressed in a leisure jacket and a white halter under it. It drooped from her chest and billowed out, showing me, if I dared to glance down a mere few degrees of arc, the white scallop-edged cups of her bra, the smooth, creamy rise of her breasts, and the tiny pink decorative bow on the thin, short strip of lace between them. Even her ribs and her stomach in the shadows further down were visible, if I looked, which I didn’t.
“You know what I mean!” she said in a hushed voice and a grin widening over her face, her jaw hanging open. She placed her hand on the top of my thigh as though to push herself up, she was leaning so far over me. “I thought you loved juicy stories!”
I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing. I remained sitting straight up and I squared myself to the painting on the opposite wall behind the massive broad and ancient desk. I curled my toes and clenched my fists. But I was too slow, too late. I fell like a weightless feather through the sky, the visions consuming me all over again, the sensations more more real than lucid dreams.
“Anyways,” she said, suddenly rising up from the couch and pressing her skirt down the front of her body. “A lot of the scandals that lie in bones under the foundations of all the buildings in this town started right here in this office, and on this very couch,” she said. “It must go into the second book,” she said with a sharp nod. “So take one of your pictures of it.”
“Scandals like what?” I said.
“You’re the historian, I don’t know,” she said. “But the first thing they did when the bank was handed over to the library was personally carry out of this very office several boxes of papers.”
“Which are where now?” I said.
“The vault, of course,” she said.
“The locked boxes.”
“Only I found a second set of keys, didn’t I,” she said and she pinched her tongue between her teeth and grinned at me.
“They don’t know you have access to those items,” I said.
“They don’t think anybody does,” she said, and she crossed her arms over her chest.
She turned and went out of the office beaming with price but left the door wide open. I took my obligatory picture and made my way around the loft looking down at her, now back at her librarian’s desk in the middle of the quiet library. She didn’t look up. I looked across the space to the vault door in the back wall. I would need into that, I nodded to myself. And I would need that box of keys, too. The three men must never know I got my nose in those boxes. I went down the frozen ocean-green marble stairs and out the front door and down onto the sidewalk out front before I turned to face the building one more time.
“I’m going to find out about all your secrets,” I said to it. For maybe the first time since I arrived, I grinned, though it was only up one side of my face. I glimpsed my old groove a moment. I felt it again — that intuition. So far I’d played dumb by default, mostly because I was dumb to what I’d fallen into. But that look on Harry’s face, the eyes on Paul watching the check as it sat there between us. I was getting the impression I wasn’t the only one discomforted by my arrival in town. And now I suspected I knew why.




Chapter 16



My phone pinged in my pocket. It was a text from a local but unknown number. “Where are you right now?” it said.
“Who is this, please,” I texted back.
“Haley, silly!” the return text said. “Are you busy?”
“How did you get my number?” I said.
“I have everybody’s number, I thought they explained that to you already!” she wrote back. “Come to the office!”
“The medical office?” I wrote.
“Like duh!” she wrote back.
I looked up. It was only in the next block. Everything in that town was in the next block from wherever you were. There was certainly no chance of blaming traffic. I went up the same sidewalk I first walked down so unawares when I first turned up in town. I passed through the same glass door and nodded at the same older women hunched over their keyboards staring into the same screens below the high reception counter, and ignoring me the same way they did the first time, too.
And there was Haley, just like the first time, only she didn’t ask me this time who I was and if I had an appointment.
“Come right this way, please,” she said officiously, and she flared her eyes at me and glanced at the backs of the heads of the women toiling so laboriously below the counter.
She made me follow her down a hallway past a few examination rooms, through a staff breakroom, through another door, down another  hallway, and finally up a narrow set of stairs to an upper hallway.
“Mostly storage up here,” she said, “records, supplies.” She twisted around as she stepped up the thickly carpeted stairs in her red high-heels and tight black skirt. She let me catch up to her when she neared the top and she cupped her hand around my ear. “I used to bring my boyfriend up here!” she said, and she pinched the tip of her tongue in her grinning teeth and pushed her shoulders up. “And there was more than one,” she added, turning.
She opened a door near the end of the dark hallway up there and nudged her head sideways for me to slide past her and into the darkness. It wasn’t a storage room. It contained the furniture of a living room and was lit by shafts of light falling through the window of one of the charming dormers that extended up from the roof line along the front of the Victorian classic. The dormer itself contained a cushioned platform and big pillows set up filling it.
“And this,” she said, “is the office’s ‘visiting specialist’ apartment!” she said. “Nice, isn’t it?” she went on as she twisted the deadbolt to lock the door behind her.
Through an adjoining door was a bedroom, and occupying an alcove was a small, efficient kitchenette.
“It’s a good set-up,” I said, nodding, looking around.
I came back to the main room to find her sitting sideways in the dormer with her shoes off and her knees pulled up and hugged to her chest.
She laughed when my adjusting eyes found her. “We used to do it in here! Can you believe it?” she said.
“No curtains,” I said.
She threw her head back and laughed. Her chest jutted out, her back arched in. She let her skirt fall up her thighs almost to the point her panties below became exposed.
“I know, right!?” she said. “Very risqué! But we never got caught, did we . . . “ she said, letting her voice trail off and her eyes drift to their corners. She leaned her head back as though reliving favorite memories and brought her hands together. She pushed her skirt further up her legs and nestled her hands in the apex of her thighs. She curled her shoulders around her chest and she let her eyes lightly close.
“You can get away with quite a lot in a small town like this, if you know how to hide it,” she said. She rolled her head over the wall behind her and opened her eyes to me half-lidded. “Are you good at hiding it?” she said.
“Hiding what?” I said. Did they talk, those three? Was there a plan? Were they coordinating their moves?
She heaved her shoulders up and stuck the tip of her tongue out her grinning lips. “You know!” she said, and she curled her chin down and turned away from me, showing me the nape of her neck, stretched and twisted away from me. “We used to watch people walk down the sidewalk right below us, even while doing it,” she said.
“That right,” I said. If they were coordinated, what was the plan?
“Uh-huh,” she said, rolling her head lazily back to me. “You can kneel on this cushion, it’s really quite comfy, actually,” she said. “Even for two . . . “ she added, and she laughed. “If you face the same way.”
“Oh yeah,” I said. “I can see that.”
She rolled up onto her knees and her skirt fell down her thighs again, thankfully, but then she leaned forward so that her forearms, turned up, leaned — elbows to fingertips — into the small rectangles of glass that made up the dormer window. Her back arched in and her ass stuck up. She spread her knees on the cushion as far as her tight skirt allowed and she hung her head down, letting loose stands of her blonde hair fall around her face. “Like this,” she said.
She hung her body there a few beats, letting me to stare at it, before she laughed, twisted around, pinched her botton lip with her finger and thumb, and slid down into a sitting position, falling back until only her head was propped up on the window behind her.
“Anyway,” she said, “that was then and this is now, right?” she said. She stared at me with her mouth loosely hung open and her skirt once again falling up too high on her thighs. When I glanced at the tiny peek of pink panties she showed me between her legs, she squealed, sat up, and stepped in her bare feet toward me, before wrapping her hand around my shoulder for balance as she fitted her high heels back on.
“So you can use this suite whenever you want,” she said. She turned to me and stretched her arms straight out to rest them over my shoulders.
Instinctively, I wrapped my hands around her waist, holding her off or pulling her in, I wasn’t sure.
“All you got to do is call me,” she said in a comically- exaggerated seductive and breathy tone, her eyes half-lidded and her face drawing in closer to mine.
Then she snorted, stuck her tongue out at me one more time, and walked on high-lifting legs that nearly touched her ass with the heels of her shoes that she twisted into the floor with each step, and she allowed her hips to brush against the front of my hips before she unlocked the door and swung it open. “If you ever get too cold or lonely down on the beach, that is,” she said.
She exited the suite leaving me inside there, catching my breath and calculating the meanings. For the visit was far too alike to Jordan’s to be a matter of chance.
Or was imagination infusing reality to a degree I could not even tell anymore where the transitions were happening?




Chapter 17



I caught up to Haley and came down the stairs with her. She took my hand in hers with the excuse that she was wobbly on her high heels especially on carpet. But she continued to hold my hand as we walked through the hallway and even back through the door into the staff room. She quickly dropped it and shooed it away from her side, though, when we found her dad in there making a coffee.
Did he notice? I was poor at hiding the state of my mind. I never played poker.
His eyes darted from me to his daughter and back to me again, before his grim face lightened up, twisted around to lean back against the edge of the counter, and sip his coffee.
“You know, Lane,” he said, stopping me from slipping through the breakroom and out behind his daughter, “you really ought to come out to the shooting range with us soon. You might like it.”
“Not really a gun-type,” I said, and I chuckled.
“I’ll see when Paul and Jack are available,” he said, utterly ignoring me, “and I’ll let you know.“
“Well I . . . “ I started again, but he cut me off.
“Jack’s daughter Dana — you know her now — she fixes us up with a very good lunch,” he said. “Have you had one of her lunches to go yet?”
The way he kept his eyes on me over the rim of his cup as he sipped from it told me he already knew that Dana had brought me a lunch at the beach, and a good one, too.
“I have!” I said, and I ducked down and sped through the door and out the front of the office. I kept walking with my head down all the way across town and down the trail to the dunes and up into my trusty chrome motorhome, and I shut the door and locked it this time. My mind in turmoil, I tried to distract myself with the locked box of files Jordan had brought down to me.
What was this place? How deep did its weirdness go?
The first file I pulled out contained photos from a foray to what I realized must have been the very same shooting range the doctor had just mentioned, the photo dated June 3, 1968. Three men and three boys — maybe 10 or so — posed for the camera with pistols and long guns in their hands. Perhaps here was little Dr. Johnston, little Paul Deschields, and little Jack Roberts?
“The day before!” had been scrawled across the back of the photo.
The day before what, I wondered. What happened June 4, 1968? I went to my computer. On June 5 — two days later — was the assisination of Robert F. Kennedy, the day after he won the California primary and looked poised to win the Democratic nomination for president in the election coming six months later, but I skipped over that. Wrong day, I thought, with some relief. My imagination, I thought, shaking my head, was going to be the death of me yet.
But then, flopping back into the bench seat and rolling my head back up to the ceiling, I wondered about the dates a little bit more. RFK was shot directly after making a speech after being declared the winner of the primary. I sat up again and went back online. The results would have come in, like all election results do, at night. Sure enough, the exact time of his shooting was at 12:15 AM on June 5., fifteen minutes after midnight. He was shot, one would more normally think of it as, the night of June 4. Only a police report would call fifteen minutes after midnight the next day . . . .
I looked even closer. Sirhan Sirhan, the man convicted for RFK’s murder, used a revolver. But it was loaded with long-range rifle bullets. His gun carried 8 rounds. But there were 13 shots audible on the recording that captured it. The Palestinian assassin came up to Kennedy when he paused in front of him and shot him in the face. But the shot that killed the candidate came from behind his head — and it was a long-range rifle bullet.
I turned the gun-range picture over in my hand again. “The day before!” was underlined twice. In the picture were long-range guns as well as pistols. Fuck, I thought. Just what kind of quagmire was I sinking into here? Nazis, assassinations, mysterious leases, strange behaviors.
I startled awake and shot bolt upright in the bench seat of the kitchen. I’d fallen asleep. The late afternoon sun blasted through the front windows of the Airstream and I crunched my eyes shut and shook my head and slapped my face. My mouth was cotton-dry from hanging open. I groaned.
An ocean breeze had rolled up the coast. A piece of paper fluttered against the windshield where it had been tucked under a wiper blade..
I climbed down from the RV and staggered around to the front still trying to wake up from the unplanned nap and I stared at the note stuck there. How long it had been there without my noticing it?
I reached up to slip the note out from under the rubber wiper strip and I unfolded it. “Saturday morning, 5AM, pick you up right here,” it read. “No need to bring anything, we have you covered.”
What fresh hell was this now, I thought. The three older men who ran that taciturn town — Harry the doctor, Paul the builder, Jack the owner — were all, I judged, in their mid 60s. Their three daughters, Haley, Jordan, and Dana, were all, I judged as well, in mid early 20s. I had just turned the big four-oh myself, which put me about equidistant between them all, and so even I couldn’t tell who I more appropriately belonged with, the older guys insisting, it seemed, on taking me shooting at their range that appeared in the locked-up photos, or their younger girls who took me lunching on their patio.
Even less could I guess what any of them wanted of me. The range of possibilities was as wide as the ocean that yawned out in front of me where I sat, slumped, in the captain’s seat of my RV, rubbing my chin and plotting what to do about the invitation. I had become accustomed to my hustling and shifting way of life and I was used to being the one who wanted things of other people, and not being wanted or needed by anyone, and I liked it that way.
But those three men played their game closer to their vests than I did. They may even be plotting to kill me, I had to allow myself to consider, perhaps choosing to lure me to their town in the first place by expressing a false interest in hiring me to produce my centennial book about their town, their suspicions having perhaps been aroused that I had uncovered some awful secret of theirs with my innocently-trolling email that I sent to any small town I could find that was nearing their centennial. Maybe they thought my pitch was some secret cover story and that I was in fact some investigator targeting them, that I was in fact busting them. Who knew what addled thoughts rattled around the brains of these insular towns?
If the photos of Nazi uniforms and brown-shirt shooting parties at the very same range they were inviting me to told me anything, it was that these guys were capable of the worst. The town was secret enough, hidden in both time and space where it clutched to the narrow strip of land between mountains and ocean. Activities of any kind could very well have been going on all the while and no one from the outside world would ever have known. How hard would it be to dispose of the carcass of a mid-life, no-fixed-address hack who lives in a motorhome, and who has no friends who would ever come looking for him?
The gaggle of girls was equally beguiling. They already tipped their hand about being duplicitous, having arranged with me to produce two books, one for their fathers that would act as a cover for the one for the daughters, the latter that would expose those horrifying Nazi secrets once and for all.
But that wasn’t all they seemed on about. Their suggestive language, the way they each had secret hidden spaces to show me, how they kept turning up by surprise all around me, leading me on, teasing me, grinning and glancing at me. It was all under the surface, but just by a sheet of cellophane’s thickness.
The men either wanted a book, or they wanted to shoot me and bury me, I couldn’t tell which it was. The girls either wanted a very different book, or they wanted to fuck me blind and silly, and all at the same time, too, and I couldn’t tell which it was of those, either. All four possibilities seemed about equally unlikely. And yet, what had been transpiring all around me from the moment I first showed up?
Of course, there was me, too, and my own secret history. I had my own dance with duplicity to account for — me, a professor on one hand, albeit of the former variety, and an investigator of mad-cap historical conspiracies on the other. Fired from the college for inappropriate this or that, or walked away without renewing my contract because I decided it was time, having more serious work to attend to? Lost a career and a wife and a house and everything else in between in a rapid and sudden bankruptcy and fall from grace, or deliberately dispossessed of all material and emotional anchors and a cutting away to freedom? Cut loose, or cut down? Which morality tale was my story going to be?
The contradictions that were inside me only deepened from there. Was I prescribed that cocktail of meds stashed in the narrow cupboard above the galley sink to help stabilize my imagination’s self-control, or had I nearly been lassoed into docility and mindless acceptance of others’ agendas yet again? Had I been losing my mind all along, or had I been uncovering terrifying historical truths almost everywhere I turned?
Here then was the nature of the layered crossroads I’d come to when I took my foot off the brake and rolled down that long hill and onto that narrow strip of hidden coastal town. Things only deepened since I arrived.
Back when my previous life collapsed, I took door number 3 and invested the last of what I could scrounge into the chrome motorhome, and struck out for a new living, pitching commissions for small-town centennial celebration books, and promptly moving on before any binding ties could snake around my wrists and ankles and suck me down into yet more poisonous root systems. Something about no moss on rolling stones or stirred pots never sticking. My MO had become to keep moving on and staying one town ahead of the tornados that inevitably came to rip up the landscape behind me.
But here I ended up again, didn’t I, staring calmly up into the eye of yet another one. I was right back where I started, and that wall between reality and hallucination had grown even thinner than I thought it was. I went all the way out to the coast, and still I had gotten nowhere.
I had the rest of the day to gather intel, and once night fell, I’d have until 5 AM, it seemed, to make my break for it and back the rig right back out of that seductively idyllic beach spot, shift down a gear and climb right back up and out and over those surrounding mountains.
It was time to get the fuck out of Dodge while I was still breathing. Some of these small towns were more trouble than they were worth, and this one, more than most, rattled my nerves right from the first time I reconnoitered down Main Street. Most places, the longer you stay and observe, the more you know. This place, the longer I stayed, the less I knew. The three girls were no less a challenge than the three men.




Chapter 18



I went to see Jordan at the library to get back into her locked bank vault. I needed to see just how much Nazi imagery was stored there — and whether anything pointed to June 5, 1968, RFK, or Sirhan Sirhan. If I found anything significant, I’d have to stay and investigate no matter how dangerous. If I found nothing, I’d have to stay anyway, now needing to finish the book I’d contracted to work on. Somewhere in between, then, lay the sweet spot that could justify slipping quietly out of town under cover of night, which is the outcome I was hoping for.
I found her between the shelves reaching for a book. Jordan, as always, looked arresting: a cream linen shirt undone just enough to intrigue, navy high-waist pants hugging her frame, and her dark cascading waves pulled into a loose bun. Black-rimmed glasses framed her deep brown eyes. She caught me in her orbit as soon as she turned.
“And what brings Mr. History back to the library today?” she teased, a grin tugging at the corner of her lips. Why was every exchange up and down the length of that town freighted with unreadable subtext?
I struggled not to let my eyes drift downward, but the flash of a white bra strap and the tempting curve of a slim, tender neckline made it impossible. She noticed, of course, but did nothing to stop me. If anything, her smirk deepened.
I gestured with my head over to the back wall of the old bank building.
“You’re here for the vault. Aww, and here I thought it was about me,” she said with a flirting narrowing of her eyes, and she brushed a strand of hair from her face. Her tone was playful, but her eyes stayed narrow. “You want to see whether Haley, Dana, and I know what we’re talking about,” she said flatly.
I didn’t answer her, which was answer enough.
She stretched on her toes to replace the book on the shelf and headed toward the back, throwing a glance over her shoulder. “Come on, then. Let’s see if I can satisfy you,” she said, chuckling as she tugged a strand of hair through her pressed lips, eyes in their corners staying on mine.
I followed her, painfully aware of the tension coiling up inside my body. She led me to the safe and began twisting the dial back and forth, her hand covering it not nearly completely enough. She leaned forward putting her entire weight into the thick chrome bar, and glanced at me as she wrenched the door open. Her movements were calculated, deliberate, and impossible to ignore. But why did she have to make things worse keeping her eyes locked on mine the whole time?
“Anything specific you’re hoping to find?” she asked as we stepped inside the vault’s cramped interior.
“Just more of what I saw before,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. My eyes went straight to the shelves lined with bulging boxes that hid directly behind them the ones of interest.
She rolled aside one of the metal shelves, revealing the more interesting layer of storage. “Take your pick,” she said, gesturing to the row at the bottom where the dusty locked boxes lingered.
I hefted one onto the small table, took the keys from her, and flipped it open. I began flipping through its contents. Jordan leaned against the table beside me, close enough that her perfume filled the air near me. Her presence was radiating all over me, and I struggled to keep my focus on the files.
“I have to admit,” she said, her tone low, “I too get really wound up by secrets.” She cupped a hand around her mouth, pretending to stifle a laugh. “Is that normal? To feel . . . funny, in a way, about mysteries? There’s just so many in all of these boxes, isn’t there.”
I glanced up at her, my resolve to focus on my task cracking. “I don’t know, is there?” I said. She bent over the table, her arms braced to either side of the file box, her neckline fully open to my eyes, and inviting me. Her eyes raised up from the file in front of me to my eyes, daring me to look anywhere else than her face.
“So you feel it too?” she said to me, her voice dropping even lower. “Do you get off on secrecy?” she said and she raised her shoulders and eyebrows and smiled conspiratorially at me. But then her expression, for only a moment, pulled back flat and blank. I caught a glimpse of someone searching their mind the way an actor might try to recall a line, or a poker player might try to hide their reaction to a card.
I swallowed double-hard, unable to keep my eyes in that brief interlude from darting down to the exposed curves framed by her too-open loose shirt. But then, tension resumed, her smirk returned, and she leaned even closer down over me.
“I actually get wet when I’m in the vault alone,” she whispered to me, her breath brushing my ear. She laughed, stood upright and, clutching the edge of the steel door, she said. “But don’t you dare tell Haley or Dana I said that. They always think I’m so quiet and innocent.” Her laugh was soft but wicked as she turned to leave. “But I know I can tell you, cause you’re like a librarian yourself,  you know all about secrets, don’t you,” she said.
I was speechless. I raised my face from the file and watched the back of her stride out the low vault door.
“Little do they know,” she said over her shoulder to me, her hips swaying as she disappeared away through the aisles of shelves, finally leaving me alone in the vault, struggling to regain control of my mind. The first photo on top of the file was another one from the same day as the more marked, “The day before!” showing the same boys, the same men, the same shooting range and cars. Where the earlier photo captured the boys laughing and the men beaming, this one was decidedly dour and ominous. There were no smiles this time. One of the men was aiming and ready to shoot at a distant target.




Chapter 19



I decided I needed to see Haley at the medical office right away to identify the boys in the old photos from the range. They were just kids. Could they really have been involved in something as significant as June 5, 1968?
“Back to check out the visitor’s apartment?” Haley teased me as I walked through the front glass door of the converted Victorian.
She widened her eyes and gestured toward the older women at their desks as though to warn me to play along. Without waiting for a reply, she lifted the counter gate and led me toward the stairs in back, her heels clicking across on the hardwood floor.
I followed her up, my eyes drawn to the curve of her hips in her tight blue pants. She glanced back, catching me mid-stare, and snorted lightly without saying a word. They were going to kill me, these girls, the outfits they wore everyday.
On the landing half-way up, where a stained-glass window spilled colored light over the plants and over hr body, she stopped and turned, backing into the wall. “You’re so bad,” she whispered to me, now we were out of hearing range of the reception office out front, and she grabbed at the waistband of my pants and yanking me closer to her. “So this is what it takes to get you out of the library? Don’t worry, I’m not the type to wait for you to make the first move.” Her eyes dropped to my mouth and she leaned in, her lips soft and warm against mine.
I barely had time to answer before she spun me around, pinned me to the wall, and fumbled at my fly. “You’re not like the buttoned-up boys around here, are you? I like that. Makes you . . .  dangerous.”
The thing about hallucinations is, you don’t know their hallucinations. That’s what makes them hallucinations. There is no public service announcement running along the bottom of your screen warning you that this is only a test. They insert themselves seamlessly, and like any good dream, I wasn’t in any rush to wake up, not from either hallucination, the girls or the photos, if in fact that was what either of them was. Both were unreal.
Haley’s tongue flicked along the underside of my shaft as her hand gripped me firmly around my ass. She worked her mouth over me with an eagerness and precision that belied the dreamlike quality to our pause halfway up the stairs, her blonde hair spilling across her face, she humming with grinning satisfaction. Her saliva glistened on me as she pulled back, strings stretching between her lips and my cock. She smirked at me, her eyes glinting with mischief, before she took me deep again, her tongue cradling me as she moved down over me completely.
No, I thought, there was no way this could be happening. Neither, then, could the coincidence of the date on that photo be meaningful. I recognized the state of mind I had fallen into because it wasn’t my first rodeo. The girls were the tell. The photo was the bait. I was primed for the switch and knew the gig was up. Time to skedaddle from the place before everyone caught on to what kind of creature had surfaced in their fair town.
Suddenly, Haley rose up, smoothened her shirt down her thighs like nothing happened, and nodded at me. “Come on,” she said, walking up the last few steps to the mezzanine above. I followed, adjusting myself quickly as she led me into the visitor’s apartment. There was still time.
Inside, she gestured for me to sit on the couch. “So what do you need?” she asked, crossing her legs where she sat beside me, her heel swinging idly.
I slid the old photo across the coffee table in front of us. “Can you tell me who the boys are?”
She picked it up, examining it briefly. “That’s my dad, Jordan’s dad, and Dana’s dad,” she said, placing it back down. “And the men? Our grandfathers: the mayor, the banker, and the senator. What’s going on here?”
As I turned the photo back toward me, something caught my eye — the insignia on the armband of one of the men. It wasn’t just any Nazi regalia. This was the emblem of an obscure faction I’d come across in my research before. The connections were becoming clearer, and far more dangerous than I’d imagined. I gestured to the photo. “The Nazi regalia?”
She shrugged. “It’s funny how they’re all so serious in this one,” Haley said, tapping the photo with her nail. “You’d think they were gearing up for a mission. Look at those trunks — they’re loaded like they’re not coming back anytime soon.”
“Where were they going?” I asked. The trunks were packed, weapons polished. This wasn’t just posturing. This was preparation.
“Search me,” she said, stretching her lithe body along the couch, her shirt gaping slightly. Her chest arched as she pushed her hands above her head. “You’re the historian, I thought.”
“California, maybe?” I said.
“Maybe,” she said, letting her body relax back  into the cushions. “Now it’s my turn. What do you like best about how you live? The way you live?”
“What do you mean?” I said, putting the photo safely back in the file.
She smirked. “Jordan told you her secret, didn’t she?” She let her hand fall down limply on my thigh. “Want to know mine?”
“Maybe we can talk secrets later. I’d like to know more about what these men were planning,” I said.
“I’ve told you all I know,” she said.
I hesitated. “Okay,” I said and I eyed the door and recalled from memory the route to the stairs and down and out through the offices to the front door.
“No strings attached,” she said softly, curling her fingers through mine and pressing a kiss to the back of my hand. “Sex, of course, I’m talking about,” she said even more deeply, a wide smile spreading across her face.
“Haley,” I said, trying to maintain control, “this could be serious. The date, the location, where they’re headed — this is bigger than us.”
She began to suck on one of my fingers, letting it pop free from her lips with a laugh. “You probably get to have perfect no-strings experiences all the time. Guys around here? They don’t get it. Not like you.”
Her movements were too deliberate, too perfect. The thought flickered briefly: Was this hallucination too, or another trap within this town’s labyrinth of secrets?
She suddenly pushed herself up from the couch, out little tête-à-tête apparently over, and she leaned over me, her blouse billowing open in front of me, just like Jordan did it to me. Remarkably similar to Jordan, in fact. “But that’s a conversation for another day, isn’t it?” she said suddenly dismissively, and she walked over and unlocked the door. “If you want more answers, take the photos to Dana. She’s the one who knows everybody’s business.” Her voice dropped. “But don’t take no from her. She’s just as good at keeping her own secrets too, you know.”
Walking back down the stairs, she glanced over her shoulder. “You should get out of here before my dad thinks you’re doing something to me. He’d kill you, you know.”
I followed her out the front door, the weight of her words — and the tension between us — still lingering in the air. I know he would, I wanted to tell her. But not for the reason she suspected. I clutched the satchel with the file of photos more tightly to my ribs and headed in the direction of Dana’s bistro.




Chapter 20



I took a deep breath as I hit the sidewalk and shook off the intensity of the moment Haley just shared with me. Making my way to the resort restaurant, part of me hoped Dana wouldn’t be there. At first, my wish was granted.
“Not here. But she’s probably down on the Serendipity,” the maître d’ added. “Dock B, slip 10, all the way to the end,” she added, pointing toward the marina.
I followed her directions and soon I was standing beside a sleek, 60-foot yacht bearing the name Serendipity across its bow.
“Down here!” came Dana’s voice from below decks.
I stepped gingerly aboard and peered through the open deck door as Dana emerged from below casually spooning yogurt from a cup. She was dressed in white cuffed shorts and a striped halter top and I was glad to not be dealing with one of them approaching me in fine office wear a third time. “Haley said you might drop by,” she said, smirking to herself and nodding as she turned and disappeared back inside. I began to suspect a lot was getting communicated between the three of them regarding every one of my moves.
I followed her into the galley where she quickly lowered the lid of her laptop and she leaned back against the counter. A dab of yogurt clung to the corner of her lips and without thinking, I brushed it from her mouth with my thumb. She laughed and poked her tongue at the spot, meeting my thumb there.
“My dad’s boat,” she said, gesturing broadly around. “Haley, Jordan, and I hang out here all the time. It’s very private.” She looked up at me through the tops of her eyes as though there were a double meaning to that that she was checking if I caught. She appeared worried briefly that I had.
I half-sat on the edge of the galley table. She rinsed her cup, caught me staring at her like they all had by then, and grinned privately into the sink, choosing to let me.
“You like?” she said, and she wiggled her hips at me. “My shorts, I mean,” she said. “Brand new!”
I cleared my throat and looked away, but she only laughed all the more. “I actually prefer my bathing suit on the boat,” she said, and she  immediately unbuttoned her shorts. In one fluid motion, she bent at her knees and hips and pushed her shorts down her legs and hung them from a cupboard handle. Her halter followed, leaving her in a red-and-white-striped bikini.
“Better,” she said and she made a show of sighing with some kind of deep relief and she leaned hip-first into the table beside me. “You don’t mind, do you?”
Her eyes held mine as though daring me.
Here we go again, I thought.
“Haley told me that she told you about her no-strings-attached thing. Do you agree with her?”
I inhaled through my teeth. For girls with a lot of secrets, they sure wasted no time sharing them around.
“There are always strings,” I said. “It’s just, some are visible, some are not.” I was determined this time to keep things on track. I had photos and a lot of questions.
She rolled her eyes and her grin widened. “Jordan sure loves her secrets. Me? I love new experiences.” She slid closer to me, her thighs brushing along the table edge. “Since you already know about Jordan’s and Haley’s, now you have to guess mine: What turns me on the most, do you think? You know us all pretty good by now.”
I swallowed hard. I should have known not to go there. “People who don’t know you?” I ventured. I was getting used to the girls’ penchant for their ribald version of small-talk before we were able to turn our attention to the business at hand.
“That is so hot,” she said. “You’re exactly right. Not bad.” 
She leaned back and, still demonstrating an ability to shock me, she untied the knot of her bikini where it nestled into the back of her neck. “Just for that,” she said, and she let her bikini top loosen and turned around to show me the tie in the middle of her back. I hesitated, but she waited patiently, her bare skin glowing in the sunlight filtering through the tinted windows.
I hardly bothered anymore, though, to question things, and I untied the knot she presented to me. She turned to face me and dropped her top onto the table. “That quiz got me perfectly right, you know,” she said, now sliding her thumbs under the waistband of her bikini bottoms. “I love anything when it’s new, and especially when it’s different.”
I casually watched, no longer surprised, as she pushed her bottoms down, stepped out of them, and exposed her whole naked body to me. The confidence was stirring. But then the girl knelt on the floor between my legs, where her touch sent a rush of heat through me. She thereafter proceeded to unbutton my shorts, her movements deliberate, even rehearsed. I snickered, because of course she would do that.
“Dana,” I said, still with half a mind on the photos. But she wasn’t going to be dissuaded. It was exactly like my encounter with Haley not an hour before. And like my encounter with Jordan, too. I wasn’t eager to stop things in mid-form, but I had come down to her boat on business.
“Don’t worry, they aren’t coming here,” she said. We heard voices coming down the dock. She pulled my shorts down and whipped them free of me, chuckling to herself. She kissed my abdomen before she moved lower, her mouth warm and electric. “Jesus,” I muttered. “It’s your dad’s boat, too,” I said, as though that were the most confounding issue.
She only laughed the more, her voice low and breathy. “He’d kill you, too,” she said. Her mouth returned to her task between my legs, her rhythm precise, her pressure expert. She slid her hands up to my chest and pushed until I fell back onto the bench beside the table. My head rolled back as she came up from the floor to straddle me, lowering herself slowly down on me. The heat of her body surrounded me as she pulled me into her, her hips moving forward and back over mine.
I watched as though it were a movie as my hands closed around her breasts hanging above my face. Everything felt so real. “And yet . . . “ I thought.
“I just love the first time so much,” she murmured, her voice hitching as she took me deeper inside her. Her hands gripped my shoulders and her nails cut into my skin. She moved on me like the ocean, each undulation a wave breaking over me.
I tightened my grip on her hips as the tension between us built, her body now trembling on mine. I needed to know about the photo. I had questions that were important. Time was short. I tried to push her off me and her pussy made a loud suctioning sound as she came up.
But she was not to be stopped. “Come with me,” she whispered with hot breath against my ear. Her movements grew erratic and tiny cries filled our shared space. She pulled me over the edge with her.
As we caught our breath, she leaned back, closed her eyes half-cway, and let her lips came apart with a satisfied grin. “That was perfect,” she said, sliding down and off me. “I knew it would be, too.”
I exhaled to the base of my lungs and shook my head. I remembered my word. I sat up, still naked, and reached for the satchel Jordan had given me. I was determined to see my mission through no matter what those girls threw at me.
“Haley said you might know about this,” I said, and I slid the photograph out of the file and onto the table.
Naked, Dana’s eyes narrowed at me and her chin jutted. But then she leaned over the photo. “Our dads,” she said. “When they’re just kids.”
“June 3, 1968,” I said, pointing to the date on the back. “Do you know where they were going?”
She studied the photo closer, her expression becoming deeply thoughtful. My mind began to clear. The way her eyes scanned around the photo, I could tell it wasn’t her first time gazing at it. But maybe it had been some time, too, like she was reminding herself of things in it.
“They were obsessed with politics back then,” she said. “I used to sneak around the house at night,” she said. She raised her eyes up to mine. “I guess I still like to sneak around,” she said and she shrugged. “I used to listen to my dad and Haley’s dad and Jordan’s dad talking late into the night about how their own fathers used to go on and on about about ‘picking the wrong side’ in the war.”
She put the photo down on the table between us and bent over to pull on her bikini bottoms. She fitted her bra back on, too, and tied it herself behind her back. “But this, I remember hearing them say things about the California Republican primary and 1968 and how that changed everything.”
She backed up and leaned against the counter facing me and folded her arms over her chest. I looked away, because her eyes had filled and became glassy.
“You need to look up Liberty Lobby, too,” she said. She pulled her shorts on and her halter top, too. “I kept hearing that mentioned as well. But just never mention ‘June’ or ‘1968’  or  ‘Liberty Lobby’ to any of them. They’d probably lose it on you.”
Her tone had shifted entirely, but a moment later, she flashed her playful smile again. “Want some watermelon and strawberries?” she asked.
I nodded, satisfied that I got what I came for: a new lead or two on the case. I watched her bite into a strawberry, and as the juice ran down her chin, and I couldn’t ignore the mounting weight of the secrets I was uncovering, no less than I could ignore the multiplying number of ways the three women were tangled up in them, but also how they always seemed to attempt to distract me from my goal.
Were they more knowledgable than they let on? They invited me to secretly uncover some hidden truth, but they were also doing their best to obscure that truth from my eyes.
I was being steered, but by whom and in what direction I couldn’t figure out. I needed space and time to sort my mind. It was not the first time I was warned, in all too casual a manner, I might add, about how the men might kill me for some transgression.




Chapter 21



I went back to my motorhome hidden in the dunes, my mind entangled with fresh memories of Haley, Jordan, and Dana. They teased me, they taunted me, and they occupied my thoughts like vines creeping up my legs, pulling me down into the forest floor, draining my resolve. Like quicksand, the more I tried to pull free of their grasps, the deeper I sank into them.
But I’d been here before. It was time to take charge. They were sent to assist me, and I had a contract to fulfill.
I sat at the table, tapping the edge of the photograph against the surface, and stared out at the darkening beach. Three old men, their sons, and their son’s daughters. A town full of secrets wrapped in layers of enigma. And me, risking falling too deep into it all to see the forest for the trees.
I needed to step back, to get the pattern, to see the whole puzzle, before I was going to be able to fit the pieces together. I needed, in short, to get free of those three girls and their wily ways.
But there came a light tap on the aluminum door that snapped me out of my resolve. Another came, followed by muffled giggles. I came down and opened the door. There they were again as though bidden, Haley, Jordan, and Dana, their faces lit by the moonlight, their eyes wide with mischievous grins, all three of them too close, too inviting. I squinted one eye at the timing of it.
“Well, going to invite us in?” Dana said, stepping up before I could reply. She pressed her face into my side and nudged me with her shoulder. The others followed, brushing past me as they entered the small space, their casual chattering filling the Airstream.
I leaned out, search around, and shut the door. I turned around to find them wandering through my space, opening cupboards, and inspecting everything with an amused curiosity. These three were chaos embodied I well knew, and I couldn’t decide whether I should laugh or panic.
“Bored?” I asked.
Like synchronized dancers, they all turned to face me at once. Dana slid onto the bench beside me where I had retreated to the table, and she pressed close against me until I had no choice but to give her space. Haley sat across from me, and Jordan settled in next to her.
“We all took the quiz, so now it’s your turn,” Jordan said, her eyes glinting. “Dana said.”
“What quiz?” I asked.
They exchanged knowing smirks as though I were being obstinate.
“The one that said I like new experiences,” Dana said, her voice low, almost conspiratorial. “Remember I told you?”
“And that I like secrets,” Jordan added, her grin widening as she pushed strands of hair from over her face.
“And that I like it with no strings attached,” Haley said, her tone teasing me as she tilted her head and grinned.
They had clearly planned the visit. “Maybe this isn’t appropriate, so late at night,” I said, trying to regain some control over events before bad things started happened all over again, things they themselves warned me their fathers would kill me over.
“Don’t be silly,” Dana said, biting playfully at my shoulder. “You’re not a professor anymore, and we’re not your students.”
I rubbed my shoulder and found her teeth marks in my skin. She only widened her eyes ferociously at me when I looked at her with shock.
“Besides, we’re the ones giving you a test this time,” Jordan said, leaning forward, her face now inches from mine.
I could feel her breath on my face.
Haley crossed her arms and rested them on the table, her dark eyes locking on mine. “We already know how he’s going to score anyway,” she said, her voice soft, even intimate, I would say. “He doesn’t have to take the test if he doesn’t want to.”
“So what do you think it’s going to be?” I asked Haley, feigning innocence. I could never tell where things were going to go with them.
“You want to have all three of us,” Haley said, her gaze unwavering from my eyes. “At the same time.”
I froze, caught in the heat of all their stares.
“She’s right, he does!” Dana squealed, covering her mouth with her hands. “I saw the way you flinched when she said it!”
Jordan tsk’d and shook her head in mock disapproval. “I still think that’s not it,” she said. “He likes it too much one-on-one.”
“So what are you, then?” Haley asked, leaning forward, her blonde strands brushing the table between us. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Did you rub one out thinking about all of us together?”
Jordan slapped Haley’s arm and Dana inhaled through her cupped hands, shocked.
I straightened up in my back and turned my face sideways to the window, dropping my chin. I’m not an innocent by any measure, but these girls had a knack for finding the furthest reaches down the twistiest of trails, and quickly, too.
“It’s okay if you did,” Haley said, finding my hand under the table and pressing it against her thigh. Her fingers guided mine, pressing them against the seam down the middle of her shorts. Her eyes half-closed and she bit her lip.
I glanced around to see if the other two were seeing that.
“Haley!” Dana squealed, but she also slid her foot up my leg, her toes curling into my thigh.
“Well?” Haley asked, her voice sultry, challenging. “Did you?”
“Stop treating him like that,” Jordan said.
But Haley’s gaze burned into my eyes and the room seemed to shrink. The air grew laden with their snickering, their touches, and their teasing. I was being denied my need to clear my mind and think through what was taking shape before my eyes. I was caught between the girls, each drawing me in different directions. The vines that had grown around my ankles were now wrapping around my torso, thicker, stronger, and tougher. I felt myself getting pulled down. So this was how the sirens of the myths did it, I thought. This was how they sang you death.




Chapter 22



I laid my hands flat down over the table and inhaled, ready to tell them, time to go, I have to work.
But just as I paused at the top of my breath, Haley gasped, pulled the curtain aside, and pressing her face to the window. “It’s happening!” she shouted.
Dana and Jordan spun to the window and shrieked.
“We have to go swimming in it!” Dana cried out, and she grabbed my wrist and pulled me up. The three of them dragged me through the Airstream, down the steps, and out onto the warm sand. We walked to the water’s edge, where the waves shimmered with streaks of bioluminescence.
“Look at it!” Jordan said, her voice full of wonder.
“We have to swim in it!” Haley declared.
“Nobody has bathing suits,” I said, though my words felt pointless the moment they came out. It’s true that I had never seen the ocean look like that. I was spellbound by it.
“No bathing suits? No problem,” Dana laughed, already unbuttoning her shorts. Without hesitation, they all shed their clothes, leaving their t-shirts and shorts piled in the grass.
“It’s dark enough,” Haley said with a playful shrug at me. “We always go in naked. Don’t you want to?”
I watched unsure as Jordan, now fully nude, dashed into the glowing waves, her body illuminated in the moonlight. Dana followed, slipping out of her panties and tossing them aside before running after her.
Haley turned to me, hooking her thumbs in the waistband of her panties. She smiled, her hair falling over her face, and she slowly bent to push her bottoms down her legs. Standing bare before me, she didn’t flinch under my gaze.
“Now your turn,” she said softly. Behind her, Jordan and Dana splashed and laughed in the water.
Every time I turned my attention to the job at hand, they appeared, and they either stripped themselves or stripped me, and certain actions would shortly take place. Every single time.
I hesitated in front of Haley a moment before acknowledging I couldn’t win, and I stripped down and followed her to the water’s edge. The cool sand gave way to warm, frothing water as I waded in deeper with her, the glowing waves brushing against my skin, coating me, making me glow too a few moments. Haley swam ahead, her body shimmering under the surface, and I caught up to the three of them where the water reached my chest.
They laughed and splashed me and each other playfully. Dana climbed onto my back, her bare breasts pressing into my shoulders. Jordan floated in front of me and and leaned back to wrap her legs around my waist. Behind me, Dana’s lips brushed my neck and I felt Haley’s hand slide up my arm under the water, pulling me further out into the deep.
The bioluminescence surrounded us all the more intensively, the glowing water reflecting off our wet skin. Jordan’s came up to kiss me, her body weightless in the water as she pressed herself against me. Dana’s hands gripped my shoulders, and Haley’s fingers trailed down my chest.
“You guys! We don’t know yet if he likes it,” Haley cried out, but her protest was weak. I felt a hand wrap around me under the surface, stroking me, exploring me. When my eyes met Haley’s, she bit her lip and smiled, her gaze deep and inviting. “Do we,” she said, and she laughed like she knew the answer all along.
Their touches became bolder, their laughter giving way to murmurs and soft gasps. I kissed Jordan, then Dana, then Haley, their mouths eager, their bodies intertwining with mine in the glowing water. It came up around our necks. They pressed against me, their warmth and softness an intoxicating mix of sensation. Jordan hung from my waist with her legs pulling me down. Dana climbed on my back, weighing me further down into the floor of the ocean. Haley, laughing, teasing, and daring, pulled both my arms, dragging me further out until my toes weren’t touching bottom anymore.
“Is this real?” I murmured, barely audible.
“Of course it is,” Haley said, her voice sultry, her head throwing back, her eyes deeply loving.
Jordan let the water she floated on wash over her. “Come on,” she said, “it’s so good.” She arched in her back and thrusted her chest up from the increasingly deeper swells that floated us up higher, and carried us out further.
Haley hung her body over my shoulders and dropped her face down into my neck. She bit my ear and licked me there. “Are you coming in with us?” she whispered.
“I thought we were already in,” I said. They all laughed like they knew some joke I didn’t understand. “I have to work on the book,” I said.
The mood suddenly shifted and a moment later we were four abreast trudging through ankle deep water and climbing up the beach and out. They pulled me down into the wet sand and showed me their favorite thing, they said, lying on their backs as the waves of warm water washed over them. They held hands, their legs draped over each other, and they pulled me down between them.
“Close his eyes,” Haley said to Jordan.
“Let him watch,” Jordan said. “He has to choose.”
“No he doesn’t,” Dana said.
“Choose what?” I said, lifting my head from the sand.
But Dana pushed it back down. “Shh,” she said, and she took my mouth with hers.
Jorden curled herself up on her side beside me and she stroked my hair from my face and kissed my cheek. “It’ll be okay,” she said.
I rolled my face toward her. Her eyes were glassy, her lips were trembling, but she nodded as though to reassure me.
I felt Haley’s mouth wrap around me below, her tongue moving in slow, deliberate strokes up and down my shaft. Dana rested their head on my shoulder, her hands exploring my chest, her lips grazing my skin. The waves hissed as they receded from our bodies, their glow illuminating our skin.
“Nice?” Haley whispered from where she lifted her head between my legs and her hand stroked me.
“It is, but,” I managed to say, my voice rough, my strength draining. I needed to get up. I needed to get out of the water. I rolled away from Haley and lifted myself on my hands and knees. “Go!” I heard Jordan’s whispered voice close against my ear.
I staggered to my feet. Though their hands and arms and legs hung from me, their bodies came up with me all the same and chilled and exhausted, we returned to the Airstream. Inside, the atmosphere grew thick with nervous energy as we went this way and that, naked and close, but aimless.
“Shower time!” Haley announced, and she began to push me toward the bathroom. We all took turns, and later, clean and wrapped in towels, nobody stay covered up for long.
I sat at the table and opened a box of files. But Haley pushed the lid closed again,
“Are you sure?” Dana said to her in a voice private and not for me.
“Let him,” Jordan said, but over-ruled, she crossed her arms and sulked.
Haley pulled me one more time, and dragged me to the back and onto the bed where we collapsed into a tangle of bare limbs, laughter and teasing one more time filling the space.
“The book,” I said.
“Shh,” Haley said.
“Soon, okay?” Jordan said, lying beside me.
“Don’t say things you don’t know,” Dada said to Jordan, but noticing me hearing her and frowning, she smiled, leaned down, and buried her tongue in my mouth.
Haley pulled Dana up in front of her and on their knees, made her press their bodies together, and their lips met in exaggerated kisses. Haley laughed and Dana checked on me over her shoulder. I watched them until Jordan’s cool hand touched my face and she turned my gaze away from Haley and Dana kneeling over me and kissing, and she touched my eyelids to close them.
Haley gasped and squirmed under Dana’s touches, but her protests melted into moans as Dana dropped down her body to kiss her between her legs. Haley’s back arched and her cries filled the RV bedroom. Jordan caressed me all over. Haley fell down on me and Dada went down between her legs. All three of them moved together, their bodies entwinoing, sounds of pleasure harmonizing into a shared, intimate crescendo.
I leaned back against the headboard. I couldn’t even remember anymore what it was I was thinking about that photo. I watched with a detached awe as the three of them began to explore each other, their movements fluid and uninhibited. Dana continued to glance at me as though checking. Jordan smiled down at me, but she also nodded secretly, conveying what to me I couldn’t decipher. Haley was lost in a spasm of cries, her both writhing all over on top of mine.
Their mutual release came in waves, each one spurring the next, their bodies trembling as they reached their climax together. It was Jordan who quietly came down on me, and in no time, she brought me to climax in her mouth, and she swallowed everything and said nothing when she got up from me.
They dressed quickly, avoiding my eyes even as they slipped out of the Airstream and disappeared into the night, leaving me alone with the echoes of their laughter and the memory of their touches. I forgot what I was doing there, not in the bed or in the RV, nor on the beach, but even the town. Why did I come there even?




Chapter 23



I went to bed confused. Exhaustion from the night’s distractions kept me from hearing my alarm. I woke instead to loud knocking.
“Let’s go!” a voice called outside. Groggy, I opened the door. Standing there were the three fathers — Jack, Paul, and Harry — staring at me with unreadable expressions. Their presence before me felt like judgment, expectation, and disappointment.
“5 AM, like I said,” Harry said up to me.
“The range,” I said, snapping my fingers.
“Come on then,” he said, and he turned away.
So much for my plan to slip away overnight. I had no choice now. I got dressed quickly and came out. Paul indicated to me to climb into the back seat of the massive pickup truck and he came in after me when I shoved over.
As we drove over the hill and deep into the forest, the weight of the night before pressed on my mind — images came back to me of their daughters, bare and uninhibited, laughing and gasping, tangling with me in various ways in the water, on the beach, and in bed. I could hardly process what happened. Each of them had left an impression on me I couldn’t shake: Dana’s urgency, Jordan’s quiet reservation, Haley’s blind ambition.
“You work alone, do you?” Jack, Dana’s father, said, breaking the silence.
“Mostly alone,” I said, trying to maintain a casual tome, though my thoughts flickered to Dana, her lithe body straining as she climaxed over me just hours earlier.
“That’s real freedom,” Paul said, nodding. Jordan’s father seemed to linger on the word, and my mind couldn’t help replaying the memory of her grinding against me, her whispered moans, her pleading eyes. What was she really trying to tell me?
Harry, Haley’s father, glanced at me through the rearview mirror. “Your whole process — you really don’t need anyone else, do you.”
“No, not really,” I said, my voice steady, my mind unsure what they were driving at. The image of Haley’s crooked smile, her hair wild as she wiped traces of me from her lips, hung heavy in my thoughts.
The truck grew quiet again, the only sound being the rumble of the engine as we turned onto a narrow dirt path. “Our girls really seem to like you,” Paul said, turning in his seat to face me. “They’ve been talking about you.”
“They’ve been very helpful,” I said. “With files and information, I mean” I said. My stomach tightened under the interrogation.
Jack’s voice came back low. “Until you have a daughter, nobody understands how capable of murder you can be, am I right boys?”
Laughter all around followed, but the weight of his words stayed in the air. It was too many mentions of murder for my comfort. My chest tightened as I glanced out the window, wondering what I’d gotten myself into, and where this shooting range was.
We came over the last hill and there it was  —an open field with targets set against hay bales. Harry handed me a rifle, the cool metal heavy in my hands. “You first. Club rules.”
I lifted the rifle, my heart pounding as I aimed. My mind, however, wasn’t on the target but on the conversation from the truck and the tension in their words. “Lots of interesting history in this town,” I said, just as I squeezed the trigger. The abrupt recoil jolted me. The bullet hit nothing.
Jack took his turn quickly and efficiently, even disinterestedly, hitting his target with precision like he knew he would, and he sat down as quickly as he had stood. “People were different back then,” he said, lowering his rifle. “Different concerns.”
Paul followed, his shot just as clean as Jack’s. “We prefer to think we’ve come a long way since those days.”
I nodded and said “Uh-huh,” but I was unsure when “back then” or “those days” was.
Harry reloaded and handed the rifle back to me. “Your turn again,” he said, his tone softer this time. “And don’t worry — we’ll get to the point of all this soon,” he added more privately to me.
I took my shot, missed again. I was no shooter.
“Our fathers were part of something back then,” Jack said. “It’s no secret that there were criminal things going on. Very serious crimes, even.”
Paul nodded. “We’ve never dug too deeply into all the history ourselves,” he said,  “but we always knew there was more under the surface than what we’d been told.”
“And now,” Harry said, stepping closer, his voice deliberate, “we’ve become worried about what happens when you uncover it. What it’ll mean for our daughters, in particular, but also for our town — and for us, frankly.”
I put the rifle up to my eye but let it down again, unsure of what to say.
“We’re asked you to involve the girls . . . ” Jack said, his gaze steady on mine. “ . . . to keep them close during your work. Let them help you — help you to understand what you find. It’s time they know the truth, we know that, even if it’s very ugly.”
Paul got up, rattled off another perfect shot, and sat back down. “They don’t trust us,” he said to me and he chuckled as though there was something ironic in that. “They’ll trust you though, I think. You can use that.”
“They’re adults now,” Harry said. “They can handle it the truth, but they’ll need you to lead them to it, let them believe they’re uncovering it.”
Jack clapped me on the back and took up his position. “Be patient with them,” he said facing the bails of hay. “Be gentle. But let them be part of this — I think they’ll surprise you with what they can do for you.” His shooting was every bit as precise and accurate as Paul’s and Harry’s.
“And if they start to distract you,” Harry said, coming back to the chairs. “Well, we don’t need to know about that,” he said with a smirk. “They’re all yours now.”
I took another shot, the meaning of their words lost to me and swirling around my mind. My target exploded this time, and the men clapped me on the back. “Dead on,” Harry said. “Bull’s eye.”




Chapter 24



“You can drop me here,” I told Harry as we pulled into town. I waved them off and watched their truck disappear, my bag slung over my shoulder. Winding through the grasses and over the dunes, I stopped short at the sight of Haley sitting on my Airstream steps, her face unreadable in the fading sunlight.
“Come on inside,” I said, opening the door. She followed me without a word.
“I feel terrible for dragging you into this,” she finally said, standing close, her voice low. “We shouldn’t have let you go with them to the range.”
“There’s more you need to know,” I started, but she silenced me with a kiss, her lips warm and insistent, pushy even.
“No more talking,” she murmured, taking my hand and pulling me down the narrow hallway toward the bedroom. She pushed me onto the bed and climbed up over me, her movements deliberate, her eyes dark, her mouth tight with intent. Her linen top slipped open as she kissed me, her fingers working my shirt free.
“Haley, we need to . . . ” I tried again, but she pressed her mouth down over mine, silencing my protest. In moments, her skirt and panties were gone, and her cool hand wrapped around my hardening cock. She was frantic.
Forcefully she straddled me, her breath hitching as she drew the head of my cock up and down against the lips of her pussy. “God,” she gasped, arching her back, her white bra barely holding onto her as she began to move in waves over me. Her rhythm was relentless, her cries filling the small space as her body clenched n top of me.
Still she pushed and pulled my cock through her moistening lips, not taking me in, but catching me so I nearly did enter her. She pressed her hips down and trapped my cock against my abdomen, and along the underside of it she dragged her pussy lips that wrapped around me.
Like that she panted and gasped and shook. I grew stiff throughout my body, closing my eyes to focus myself on not cumming. She reached down between us and with long, elegant fingers, she pressed the length of my cock up harder against her lips, teasing both of us to the point of madness. She suddenly thrusted herself up and back to jut her chest out and she reached behind herself and gripped my thighs. She slid her hips forward and back, her pussy now running over my cock, soaking me in her.
She came too far back on one slide, my rigidly stiff cock leapt up freed and when she drove herself forward, being so wet, the entire length of my cock plunged inside her.
She inhaled like someone impaled and dropped her head further back. Her hips vibrated and her breath stopped. Her climax came fast and hard, her nails digging into my shoulders as I bucked beneath her, letting go with her. The Airstream creaked with our motion until we both sank, trembling in the aftermath.
But before I could say anything, she was gone, the door clicking shut behind her as I sank back into the bed, spent and confused.
I don’t know how long I slept in that post-coital delirium before a sharp knock on the window jolted me awake again. Stumbling to the door, I found Jordan standing there, a playful smile on her lips.
“The witching hour it is,” she said, and she pulled me until I came down the steps and outside. She carried a blanket under her arm and led me to the beach without explanation. The sun hung low, casting a golden glow over the waves.
“Jordan, I . . . . ” I started, but she pressed a finger to my lips.
“No explanations,” she said, unfurling the blanket with a flick. “Only sit.”
She stripped herself in front of me with deliberate grace, her t-shirt and shorts falling away to reveal her smooth, bare skin, save for a black bra and panties. She stepped closer to me, draping her arms over my shoulders, her hips brushing against my forehead as her fingers teased the back of my neck.
“I know you’ve been doing this to me every time you look at me,” she said. “You think none of us can tell.”
“Doing what?” I asked, but her kiss silenced me. Her mouth was fire, her urgency palpable as she pulled me down onto the blanket where she fell. She tugged her panties free, kicking them aside, and pushed me to my back.
“We’ve been neglecting you, that’s why you went to the range with our dads,” she said. “We should have listened to you, we should never have let you go,” she said, her voice husky with thick need. She waddled on her knees until she straddled my face, and she pressed her heat down on my lips, and I tasted her salt and musk as she gasped above me.
Her hips rocked in broken circles and her cries became sharper and louder — freer — as my tongue found her clit. “Lane,” she moaned, her hands pulling at my hair. She was hard and exposed and rosy red. I licked and sucked on her and her hips trembled. I felt her thighs stiffen and her back arched deeply. She rolled her head back to face the flaming orange sky, and cried out like no librarian should. Without breath, she rode my mouth until her body stiffened all over. She sank on me like a punctured balloon.
Pausing only long enough to catch her breath, she slid down my bod to close her mouth over my cock.
“Jordan,” I said, “Haley . . . “ I started, but she gave me a stern “Shh!” with her finger to her lips and she sank sank her mouth down my only semi-stiff cock. Though I had only barely recovered, she drew out of me more, and I collapsed back into the blanket as she licked and cleaned me of what she pulled out of me.
I don’t know how long I slept. But when I woke, the beach was empty. The sun had dipped below the line the ocean made, and I staggered back to the silhouetted silver Airstream, still tasting Jordan on my lips.




Chapter 25



I climbed inside and fell asleep, unable to gather my thoughts into any kind of singular line. But something about spending the day on the shooting range had evidently alarmed the girls. Maybe my being alone with their dads worried them. They were pulling out all the stops it seemed to ensure I did not go off alone with them again. I awoke in the middle of the night with a start. Disoriented, I blinked to find Dana at the foot of my bed, already tossing aside her clothes.
“Just lay back,” she murmured, her soft voice weaving through my half-conscious state.
“But Dana,” I started. I needed to reassure them nothing had happened out there. Yet I was also newly wary of them. I would have thought their chief concern was whether I’d come back at all, or whether some Cheney-type shooting accident would have taken me out of the picture. That wasn’t their concern, however.
I realized I was still naked in bed as Dana knelt between my legs, her short black hair falling across stomach. She chuckled as she took my limp cock in her hand, her tongue teasing me with slow, deliberate licks. Warmth flooded through me as she worked, and soon, I was fully hard. She gave a satisfied hum, crawling forward on her knees and rising up to straddle me.
I tried to speak to her as I tried with Jordan and Haley but she silenced me with a finger to my lips. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “We need you back with us.”
“But I never left,” I wanted to say, but I gulped and swallowed my words.
Her hands gripped my shoulders and she pressed her hips down, dragging her wet, glistening folds along my length. Slowly, she eased herself onto me, her lips parting, and she emitted a silent gasp as I filled her. Her fingernails dug into my skin when she began to move, her pace maddeningly slow.
I tried to quicken her rhythm, gripping her waist and lifting my hips up to crash into hers, but she pressed me back down, her control over me absolute. Her movements were slow, sensual, and impossibly tight as she slid up and down on me, every motion sending my body into electrifying spasms. I clenched the sheets and my vision blurred, my protests swallowed, and my mind empty. I forgot what I needed to say. Her pace drove me to the edge but she held me there, teasing me torturously.
Had I done something to displease them? Had I transgressed some invisible boundary? Or did I let loose into this world beings of my own conjuring from my imaginary world, beings composed of my deepest desires, but without any of the restraints my incomplete conception had overlooked? Were these the girls I fantasized, in all their one-dimensional glory?
Dana’s thighs trembled and a deep shudder ran through her as her climax overtook her. Her body tightened and I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. My back arched up hard and I erupted inside her. She fell wasted down onto my chest. Again I fell back into sleep as instantly as anesthesia.
When I next awoke, sunlight streamed through the window, stabbing at the backs of my closed eyes. Fists pounded on my legs, pulling me out of the haze. Groaning, I squinted to see Haley, Jordan, and Dana standing at the foot of my bed, fully dressed and frantic. They appeared now to be fully three-dimensional. And they were alarmed.
“Our dads are coming!” Dana gasped.
“They said they needed to ‘straighten things up,’” Haley added, her voice tight with panic.
“What did you say to them at the range?” Jordan demanded, her eyes wide with worry.
I rubbed my temples, trying to piece my thoughts together like a dementia patient staring at a puzzle scattered over the whole table. The girls sat down on the edge of my bed, their rising anxiety palpable.
Where to start? With the truth, I finally decided.




Chapter 26



You search from town to town for a place that feels like home, but it always comes in snippets  —  mere fragments that add to the idea, but never make it whole. The same goes for the self. You meet people who leave marks on you, who give you pieces of yourself you didn’t know you were missing. The further you go, the closer you get.
Haley sees me as freedom, untethered and weightless, something she craves but can’t hold. When she pushes me down, her body urgent and wild, she grips me hard and slides herself over me, gasping and laughing like she’s stealing something she shouldn’t have. She rides me with abandon, her blonde hair a curtain of chaos, her lips stretched wide, as if she’s trying to consume me entirely. And then, just as suddenly, she pulls away, laughing, running off barefoot, my release still trailing down her thighs.
It’s not the act itself that sets her free—it’s the escape. The quick departure, the dash back to her life like nothing happened. She’ll do it between shifts at her dad’s office, or in her car behind the pharmacy, where she yanks my seat down, spreads her sundress over me, and takes what she needs. She’s gone before I can even straighten my clothes. To Haley, I’m the absence of strings, the piece of her puzzle that lets her slip away with a laugh and a kiss stained by my cum.
Dana is different—she’s insatiable, restless, always chasing the new. She pulls me into her whirlpool of spontaneity, dragging me to places I shouldn’t go. At the ballpark, she bent over the top row railing, wagging her bare ass at me, her coat concealing us from prying eyes. Her knees locked, her hands gripping the rail, she drove herself onto me with wild abandon, her cries lost in the cheers of the crowd below. It wasn’t enough to fuck; it had to be somewhere new, somewhere risky. The freezer at her restaurant, her father’s kitchen counter during a dinner meeting—every encounter was a conquest, a box checked off on her list of forbidden places.
Dana’s curiosity extended to everything, even to the moments when the three of them shared me. She turned it into an “exploration,” calling it science as she orchestrated the tangle of limbs and gasps, her hunger for the uncharted feeding every movement. To her, I was a discovery, a novelty she couldn’t resist exploring.
Jordan, though—Jordan thrived on secrets. She was the quiet one, but her whispers carried more weight than anything shouted. In the middle of town council meetings or over gravesides, she’d murmur things meant only for me: “I need you to fuck me,” or “I want your cum on my tits.” It wasn’t the words themselves, but the thrill of sharing them in stolen moments, of weaving our private world into the public one.
Even when the four of us were tangled together in my trailer, Jordan would catch my eye, locking me into a secret only we shared. She’d lean in during chaotic, passionate moments to press her lips to my ear and whisper something only I could hear. To her, I wasn’t just a lover—I was her secret, her forbidden romance.
She loved playing the shy librarian, then flipping the script. Once, she brought me to her office above the library, her professional dress hiked up as she straddled me on the leather couch. Outside, people moved through the library, unaware of how Jordan’s hips rocked over me, her soft grunts muffled against my neck. “This is my kind of romance,” she whispered, her breath hot against my skin. She came quickly, as she always did, collapsing into my arms with a satisfied sigh.
And then, just as easily, she wiped my cum from her thighs, smoothed her dress, and left. “You’re my secret,” she said, her lips brushing my nose as she walked out.
Each of them sought something different in me—freedom, novelty, secrecy—but I was only fragments of what they needed. And yet, in those moments, I felt whole.




Chapter 27



I had all around me volumes of evidence that the girls’ grandfathers perpetrated a horrific crime in California on June 5, 1968, and even more evidence that their fathers strove all their lives to cover it up. But it was all circumstantial. It was all bits and pieces I had amassed that could just as easily be used to “prove” the trip the day after the picture was snapped was an innocent hunting trip.
The suspicions the girls had about their grandfathers were shared, surprisingly enough, by their fathers. But that’s all they ever were — suspicions, and they only became deeper suspicions from the way the fathers and then their daughters kept their suspicions from each other. For here is what else I uncovered in my research: The Office of Strategic Services, the forerunner to the CIA before 1946, might have used the coastal town as a dumping ground for troublesome decommissioned agents not suited to a post-war world. I learned that there might have been one particularly secret branch of the OSS that worked inside Germany during the war where they mocked the SS and took on the exceptionally high risk business of making fun of them, of ridiculing them on their own territory.
This, of course, would require them to disguise themselves as civilians, which is against the rules of war. The revelation of the existence of this fifth-column branch of the OAS would have been a source of embarrassment or even prosecution after the war. Were they dumped in the town to hide them? Their primary activity behind enemy lines was to mock and ridicule the Nazis, an activity they had reason to feel they were highly successful at, since the outcome of the war went the way it did.
So were the Nazi parades down the main street of the town, and the Nazi party-like activities at the shooting range, not Nazi celebrations, but celebrations of good but secret work?
Might no, I surmised, the all the secrecy about this be due to the ongoing need to keep the truth of this illegal war-time activity hidden? The grandfathers could not have told the fathers what they did in the war, and the fathers — full of confused child-like impressions — could not share their awful suspicions with their daughters.
Sometimes it seems there is a virtual world of suppositions and fears and suspicions that runs parallel to our real world of buildings, lands, and rivers, and that tha world is ten times more populated and busy. Shadows of doubt outnumber figures of reality when there’s too little light.
“Sit,” I said to Haley, Jordan, and Dana when they had come into my RV that morning, pounding on my legs with their fists to wake me up, alarmed that their fathers were coming down to straighten things up. They sat on the foot of my bed and I hauled myself up to lean against the headboard behind me. I had gotten into trouble before for conducting lectures from a similar position, but like Dana had said, I wasn’t a professor any more, and they weren’t my students.
“We think,” I began, and I paused a moment searching for the words. They all looked so supplicant to me, I needed to tread carefully. “We think that when we say something happened, we think there is a true story among the cloud of possibilities, that there is one true line through it all, even if we can’t find it right away. But the opposite may well be true: the past may be more like the future than we can comprehend,” I said.
All three young female heads tilted, eyes wide and round, mouths small and closed. I had been down this road before and I already knew from past experience that it never leads to a good place. But I can never find the turnaround, I can never back out once I fall in. 
“Is the future, for example, certain?” I said and I looked directly at Haley.
“Of course not,” she said.
“Right? We can debate what’s likely to happen, your fathers could come down here, they could maybe not, they could storm inside this RV, or they might politely knock, they could come in and say a whole range of things.”
They all nodded in agreement.
“We recognize there isn’t one particular string of events that is the true future, but rather, there are possibilities, and the future is created as it happens,” I said.
They continued to nod. All good so far.
“The past might works the same way,” I said, getting to the meat of the matter. “There is a cloud of possible pasts, and inside that cloud, it may be that there isn’t one particular line of events that is the one true line that we are trying to pick out, but rather, we do the same thing as when we look forward: we create the past as we look for it.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Jordan said. “The past really happened.”
“There are certainly possibilities that are more likely than others, just like in the future, there are probabilities that are more likely than others. But within the guardrails of the possible, it is generally a smear, not a line, into the future, and also into the past. You can look at a photograph of people dancing and laughing at a shooting range, all dressed up in Nazi regali and giving the long-arm salute, and you can believe you see a hidden and horrifying Nazi-sympathizing past.
“Or you can see secret war heroes having fun celebrating how they ridiculed the Nazis and poked fun at them, and brought them down from within with humor, which they are re-enacting in the photo, to celebrate what they did and who they were, secret heroes.” 
Now those three sets of big round eyes all turned narrow. “Heroes?” Haley said, half turning her face away as though bracing for an awful odor.
“Here’s another photo,” I said, and I pulled out of the file on the bedside table the one marked “the day before!” “This is dated June 3, 1968. There’s guns. They’re going down to California. Any idea what happened on June 4 that year?” I said.
They all shrugged.
“Nothing much,” I said. “But in the earliest minutes of June 5, something terrible happened. I don’t expect you to know this,” I said.
“Phew,” Dana said, and they all laughed with brief relief. “I thought this was going to be on the test.”
“Very funny,” I said and I smirked at her. “Right after winning the Democratic nomination for President at just after midnight the night of June 4, Robert F. Kennedy came through a banquet hall to make his acceptance speech. He was gunned down and died.”
“Oh my god!” Jordan said, and she inhaled and covered her face with her hands.
“There was speculation that the man convicted of the assassination, a guy called Sirhan Sirhan, a Middle Eastern terrorist, was not the only one who shot him. That RFK was shot also from behind. And that it was potentially neo-Nazis that were behind the whole thing.”
“Our grandfathers?” Dana said, and it was her turn to bulge her eyes out and cover her mouth with her hands.
“It’s what I initially thought, too. I looked at the back of this photo and interpreted the line ‘the day before!’ as a happy, excited one. I had to take into account the photo was developed long after the day in question. So I assumed — as you just did — that it was celebrating what happened the next day, which was the day of the assassination. I mean, a hunting trip to California by a bunch of guys who get off parading around in Nazi regalia?”
“So what do you think really happened?” Haley said.
“What if the words ‘the day before!’ were not celebratory but alarmed? They are smiling in the picture because nothing has happened yet. But the men in the picture loading the trunk with guns were maybe members of a highly secretive branch of what become the CIA involved in the most dangerous kind of work to undermine the Nazis in their own backyard. What if they were going down to stop what happened that night? But they failed?”
“The past is a smear, it’s not a straight line,” Jordan said.
“There isn’t even a straight line to find hidden under the smear, there is no place where the past is stored where we can check if we’re right. There is no‘What happened,’” I said.
“That doesn’t make sense,” Haley said. “Either someone did something or they did not do something, you can’t create the past,” she said.
“But where is the past?” I said. “Does it go somewhere? We feel like time flows, or like we flow through time, as though its a river, as though it flows somewhere once it goes past us, and that it accumulates somewhere like there’s a big lake called ‘history’ we need only look into to find all the parts of the river that flowed past us.
“But there is no river, there is no lake. Once the present passes to the next moment of present, it no longer exists. The past does not exist.”
“How do you know that members of a secret branch of the CIA lived here?” Dana said.
“That your grandfathers were in the OSS during the war? That they were sent here to keep their illegal war-time activities secret? That this place was given a form of extraterritoriality to keep them out of extradition? That they may have been tasked with one final mission 18 years later, or maybe took it upon themselves, but in any event they failed?” I said. “I don’t. It’s all secret. And the people that made it a secret could all be dead by now. Likely they are. It is possible that no one living person knows.”
“Wait,” Haley said, and she leaned back on her hands. “Are you saying the book we wanted you to write isn’t going to get done?”
“Or the book our fathers wanted you to write?” Dana said.
“There’s a third book, too, don’t forget,” I said, “which can’t be written either — the one about the old secret OSS fifth-column unit that was put out to pasture in this town, and who tried, heroically but ultimately tragically, to intercept neo-Nazis intent on assassinating the leading candidate for President in 1968.”
“So which book aren’t you going to write?” Jordan said.
“We,” I said, nodding at all three of them, “will write all three books in one. The one about the secret OSS operation behind enemy lines and how the operatives ended up secretly living in a small coastal town, the one about their young sons who didn’t understand — who couldn’t understand — the final mission to intercept a neo-Nazi assassination of the next President, and the one about their daughters who knew only that something wasn’t right. And all of this,” I said, and I leaned back into the headboard behind me and folded my arms behind my head, “in a big, beautiful coffee table book full of lustrous photographs celebrating the centennial of a quiet and charming out-of-the-way tourist town somewhere up the coast.”




Chapter 28



Haley crawled up the bed and flopped down with her head nuzzled into my left shoulder. “How do you do it?” she said.
“Do what?” I said.
Jordan crawled up the other side of the bed and came down more gently to nuzzle her head into my right shoulder.
“You’re supposed to be this big historian guy, but you don’t even think history exists,” Haley said.
“It exists,” I said. “Only it’s not made up of what we always thought it was.”
“Meaning?” she said, twisting around and dropping her mouth open in a big grin. She shook her head and widened her eyes at me.
It was so much like the time before. It was exactly like the time before, what got me into trouble, what got me fired. But this time, I had nothing to be fired from. I had Haley’s freedom, I had Dana’s novelty, and I had Jordan’s secrecy.
“Meaning,” I said, and I turned my face to hers and we kissed. “Meaning,” I said, starting again, and she snickered. Haley loved distracting me. Her hand slipped under the sheet that was pulled up as far as my waist. “Which slit did the photon pass through?”
“Oh!” Dana shouted from the foot of the bed, and she jumped up onto her hands and knees and crawled over the bed and over my legs, stretching the sheet tightly down over them. “I know this one! The double-slit experiment! The photon went through both slits at the same time!”
“Very good,” I said.
She laughed and drew up in front of me to throw her arms around my neck. She came down to kiss me on my mouth, twisting her face against mine back and forth and moaning with obvious exaggeration. But the exaggeration turned into reality and she broke the kiss to catch her breath.
“The experiment was in fact originally done with three slits, but in the write-up, the authors realized two slits would suffice to show the nature of the problem, and three slits just made the math too complicated.”
“So . . . ” Dana said, coming down again to kiss me longer and deeper, “The photon . . . ” she said, kissing me again. “Goes through . . . “ she said.
Haley’s hand pushed further down under the sheets and cupped me around my bare balls. “All three slits . . . “ Dana purred.
Jordan’s hand came under the sheet on my other side, and wrapped, cool and soft, around my stiffening shaft. “At the same time?” Her tongue penetrated my mouth, hot, wet, and full. Jordan’s hand was replaced with Haley’s mouth. I strained in my back. Jordan took my face in her hands and turned me toward her. “All three at the same time?” she said.
Dana laughed and pulled my face away from Jordan’s face and toward her own. “Three slits?” she said, and this time, her and Jordan kissed and moaned together and Jordan’s chest arched up as Dana gripped her hand around her breast and squeezed her.
They all glanced at me and they all smirked and chuckled and undid buttons, pulled tops over heads, and pushed panties down legs, their own or each others, it was all the same. Someone pulled the sheet the remaining way down my legs and I sank further back into the pillows behind me with only my head now propped up against the board.
The three naked bodies arched in their backs, stretched in their necks, and twisted in their waists. Fingers touched breasts and bellies and bums. Mouths kissed mouths, necks, clavicles, and breasts. A chorus of breathy pants rose up when they began, tentatively, to touch each other between their legs.
As though requiring my permission or at least my silent assent, all three of them glanced at me with unsure eyes and dropping, yearning mouths, silently asking if this was okay, if that was okay, taking things further with each other: a finger sunk between the glistening lips of a full pussy, a mouth closing around an erect nipple, a face sliding, unsure but unstopping, further and further up the tender inside of a leg until reaching the isthmus between thighs.
Someone spread their legs and pushed their pussy down my shaft. I shot my head back and bulged in my neck. Someone lowered their sopping, dripping pussy onto my mouth, and I licked my tongue through the frothing crevice and sucked the clitoris between my lips and let it go, so it sprang back and made the body it belonged to shudder hard.
Aroused, I rolled over and up onto my knees and selected a body at random, settled it down in front of me, and entered it from behind, and jolted it. I rolled onto my back and another of them rode me facing backward.
We laughed and struggled to our feet and raided the fridge for cold fruit and beers. Dana had brought food down. I picked her up by the waist and sat her on the edge of the counter. As she fed me — waiting for me to chew and swallow each bite — I entered her and slid my cock, smooth and long, in and out of her pussy. Her lips suckled around my cock and seemed to grip me, to urge me deeper into her. Her pussy made gurgling sounds, she was so wet, and she laughed.
Just as I flooded her with my cum, there came a loud rapping upon my door.
Jordan and Haley dashed ahead of me and Danda into the bedroom to scramble for their clothes. We staggered around bumping into each other and laughing too hard to maintain a grip on our clothes. Jordan squealed and Haley covered her mouth. Dana toppled over into me and all four of us fell onto the bed with legs in the wrong shorts, arms stuck through tops, and everything inside out. But their dads made good on their promise: they had come down to straighten things out, though we had forgotten about that.




Chapter 29



The rapping on the door came louder. We heard their voices, too. Jordan went to the door, Haley and Dana ran to the kitchen table, and I threw open laptops and we all hunched down in front of them. I just got the open cans of beer into the fridge when Jordan threw the door open to them.
“Oh hey!” Haley said, momentarily lifting her face from her laptop. Dana waved with fluttering fingers, her lips twisting shut as though in pain. I noticed some of my cum still dribbling down the inside of her leg. Haley had Jordan’s lipstick all over the visible part of her chest and I gathered my shirt closed to indicate to her to cover herself. Jordan, with her tight blue shorts on backward, showed an obvious wet spot between her legs when she turned toward us to lead their dads up and inside the RV. I gave her eyes and she glanced down, mortified, and pulled a kitchen towel off the counter to hold in front of herself.
“Whassup doc?” Haley said to her father.
“Me, Paul, and Jack just wanted to drop down and say . . . “ Harry began, but he stopped and looked down at the floor. I glanced down, too. My cum was splattered all over it where it had run out of Dana’s pussy.
“We just wanted to say,” Jack said, looking up from the floor, no doubt unable to conclude what it was, “you did more than we could have imagined you’d do.” He nodded at me.
“Wait till it’s finished,” I said. “Lots of steps to go.”
“You’ve already solved a riddle that’s literally generations old,” Paul said. “We were always told never to ask about these things, never to talk about them. We never imagined the reason why might be that they had to remain secret,” he said.
“State secrets, no less,” Harry said.
All three men shambled on their feet and hung their heads and twisted and turned. I glanced around at their three daughters who all dropped their jaws and widened their eyes.
“It ’s still speculation at this point,” I said,  “and will probably have to remain speculation.”
Jack laughed. “It’s the only explanation that makes a lick of sense,” he said. “If you knew those guys, our fathers, it always made no sense at all to us three that they’d be involved in anything nefarious, but there was — it turns out — no way we’d ever know.”
Dana rushed up to her father and hugged him. Then Dana and then Jordan did the same with their fathers. I sat back in the bench seat at and admired the renewed rapprochement between the generations.
“You really penetrated to the truth,” Haley said, even while she hung onto her dad’s shoulder looking at me with those mischievous eyes of hers, flashing and glowing.
“Yeah, you licked the problem,” Dana said, and she curled her lips between her teeth to keep from bursting out loud laughing.
“You came,” Jordan said, and she paused long enough for both Haley and Dana to glance at her, before she continued, “you saw, and you conquered.” She looked away from me, unable to hold a gaze without laughing.
“We just want to thank you for everything you did for our daughters,” Harry the doctor said.
“The whole town will be enlightened by this,” Paul said.
“And rather than a story that threatens to end our local visitor economy,” Jack said, “your book is going to renew it. You’ve given re-birth to the town” he said.
All three of Dana, Haley, and Jordan looked hard at me with admiration and lust in their eyes. They never stopped, those three.
“On us!” Jack said, and he produced from behind his back a magnum bottle of Dom Perignon.
“I think you all earned a day off tomorrow,” Harry said to them. “Just don’t get too carried away!” he said, and all three of the men laughed as they turned and exited the RV.
Jordan rushed over to ensure the door was yanked tightly closed, and she locked it, too, before turning around. Dana leaned over the table to watch the dads go up the trail and over the hill, and for the taillights of their trucks to disappear, too, before she whooped and hollered.
We all sat at the kitchen table and poured out four coffee mugs of the bubbly stuff. “My dad always said, never the Dom until you’re old enough to appreciate it,” Dana said. She turned to me. “I think he’s saying you made a woman out of me.”
Soon we settled into sipping the Dom and making checklists and deciding on details of the finished product. It was to remain a pleasant read, full of rich detail, but not skipping over the unpleasant images, nor making claims to explain it all away in a Disney sort of wrap. We chose to leave the furthest reaches of our speculation as just that — items for the reader to wonder about.
“It’s actually better that way,” I said. “Nobody likes visiting a town where all the answers are already known, everybody loves a mystery.”
“Listen to the writer,” Haley said. “We were so right about you! You jerked off thinking of us three all naked on your bed together! Admit it!”
“I did,” Dana said, and she bit her lip looking at Haley.
“So? I did too,” Haley said.
I stayed on long enough for the official launch. In the weeks we awaited the printing to come back to town, we released — according to Dana’s genius plan — drips and drabs of it to state press and social media, teasing the book out. There was already an obvious upsurge of tourism to the town. Having a real history, and an intriguing, open-ended one at that, turns out to be a big draw for visitors. The dads planned a museum — with the requisite gift shop — and a memorial they decided would be best marked with a plaque saying something like, “For those whom we cannot name, for deeds we cannot state, that saved lives we cannot count.” I liked it.
“I love a good mystery,” Jordan said through the side of her mouth at the unveiling ceremony.
I packed up all the documents and delivered them back to the much-expanded museum that now occupied most of the upper floor of the library building, and otherwise tidied up the RV and pulled up its footings. It was soon time to drive back up the hill and over the crest in search of the next centennial-approaching town. Like footprints in the sand, there would soon be no evidence I was there at all, but for the name on the bottom of the book.




Epilogue



The night before I planned to roll out and leave at the first crack of new light, Dana, Jordan, and Haley came down to see me off. We rolled around some on the bed, but the moment had passed and the energy wasn’t there. We ended up hugging more than anything, and eating and drinking.
“So where did you turn up this evidence about the OSS and making fun of the Nazis and all that stuff anyway?” Jordan said. “I never found that in the boxes.”
I stared at her with nothing coming to mind to say.
“Yeah,” Dana said. “And the bit about how the CIA put them here to hide them? To keep them away from extradition.”
I looked at her the same way: expressionless.
“The only thing you have about the RFK assassination is that one photo, isn’t it,” Haley said.
I looked down into the pattern of the tabletop. They continued to stare silently at the top of my head. They weren’t going to let me off.
“When I get to the next place,” I said, finally, “say I were to get to know someone enough there to talk about what happened here. And say I actually try to tell them, oh yeah, and there were these three girls, all of them super hot, all of them single, all of them just the cutest fucking buttons you ever laid eyes on.”
All three of them smirked and looked down. They might have been grilling me, but they were not immune to the flattery even still.
“And say I were to tell them, oh yeah, and we had sexual relations, all of us. I had all three of them,” I said.
They all snorted. Jordan covered her mouth with her hand and darted her gaze away.
“And I tell them, oh yeah, and even all of them at the same time, all over the same bed, the bed right back there, that bed right there,” I said.
Now Haley was snorting and Dana was guffawing. Jordan seemed to writhe in pain with embarrassment.
“Who’s going to believe it?” I finally said.
“You have a point there,” Dana said quietly.
“It’s the same thing with the OSS, with the war-time activities, and with 1968,” I said. “There never was, there never is, a true single history. It’s a smear of possibilities, and just like the photon and the three slits, they all happened.”
“But in this case,” Jordan said in an even quieter voice, “it really did happen.”
“Because it’s in the past,” I said. “Which is . . . “ I trailed off.
“Nowhere,” Dana said, completing the thought.
“You really are a history teacher, aren’t you,” Haley said.
“I used to be,” I said.
“Are you sure about that?” Jordan said, and they all burst out laughing.
“You got me there,” I said.
“Oh!” Haley suddenly said and she slapped my leg. “My dad is going to make the day an annual holiday — Commemoration Day he wants to call it. He wants it to be vague like that. You have to come back for it next year!”
“You do!” Dana shouted. Jordan wrapped her hands around my wrists. “You have to promise!” she said.
And so I said I would. There was that, I thought — though I left every town on good enough terms, no town ever invited me back.
The girls made quick goodbyes of it, tore the bandaid off, and scampered up the sand and flew away to their homes.
I shambled down to the beach and threw a couple of stones into the softly rolling sea and went back to the RV for one last sleep amidst the dunes of Cotcache. I smirked to myself about that one. Pirates? Sure, why not, I thought.
At 4:30 in the morning, the engine roared to life at the twist of my key. I drove up the trail and over the crest to the street, and rumbled, quietly and slowly, through the sleeping town just as the sun crested the ridge above, and I turned up the hill and away I went over it. I had a lunch meeting with a mayor in a town five hours down the coast, and still had some figuring to do on the plan there.
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