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Chapter 1: Two in the Morning

Rain came at the roll-up door in bursts. Hard, then nothing, then hard again, all night.

The phone went at 2:04. It was face down on the bench next to a torque wrench and I let it ring twice, because I had a light on my chest and both hands inside a fender.

“The Loop ramp.” A woman’s voice, fast, loud, too close to the mouthpiece. “Exit forty-one. No. Not forty-one, the one before it. The on-ramp where it climbs and everybody merges wrong.”

“I know the one,” I said. “Stay in the car. Ten minutes.”

My name is Iker Zabaleta and I am thirty-nine years old. Two bays on Ardmore, a rollback, a wrecker. My father’s hands quit at fifty-two; I took over at twenty-six, and I have run it alone since. No family of mine left in this district, nobody upstairs. I work the overnight because nobody else will. I had never seen either woman in that car before, I am no relation to either of them by blood or by anything else, and they were nothing to each other but roommates.

Four blocks west, wipers on high, sodium smearing orange across the glass. The gutters threw a wave when I turned.

The hatchback sat dead inside the blind merge, hazards going, water halfway up the tires, traffic coming over the crest at fifty-five. I laid the rollback across at an angle to give them a wall, light bar going.

Marisol Quintero, twenty-four, came out of the driver’s door before I had the truck stopped, all hip and chin in the rain.

Anouk Pieters, twenty-three, sat a beat longer with her arms folded high and tight across herself. Then she got out, and she kept coming up out of that car, taller than anything about the way she had been sitting had promised.

Marisol came at me through the standing water in cheap sneakers, both feet planted apart when she stopped, soaked through to the sock. Short legs, strong, wet denim printed to the thigh. She turned to point back at the car, and the whole seat of those jeans came round after her a half-beat late and kept going, because there was a lot of her below the waist and the waist above it was narrow enough to make a liar out of the whole silhouette. Wide through the hips. Heavy through the seat. Her polo was stuck to her chest and she was breathing hard from anger rather than from anything else, and it showed. Black curls flattened down the side of her face. Chin up. Mouth already moving.

Her eyes had a hard dark ring around the brown, and they were straight on mine and did not go anywhere.

“Whatever this costs, I want the number first,” she said. “Before you touch it.”

“Get away from the traffic side.”

“I’m asking you what it costs.”

“Get away from the traffic side,” I said, “and then you can ask me anything you want.”

The other one came around the back of the hatchback with the rain running off her. Wet canvas shoes. Long pale legs, and long is the word, because she came up past my shoulder and she had done it without hurrying. Narrow through the hips, nothing to them, a waist I could have closed both hands around with room left over. Then the sweatshirt, soaked and heavy and doing nothing at all, and that was where the inventory stopped for a second, because nothing else about the way she was built prepared a man for the front of her. She had her arms crossed high over it. That did not help either.

Long throat. Collarbones with the rain sitting on them and running.

Face last: flat gold hair gone dark at the ends, grey-green eyes, and she was not looking at my face. She was looking at my hands on the winch controls.

“Both of you, up on the shoulder side. Behind the truck. Not next to it.”

Marisol said something about how she had been driving this ramp since she first got her licence. Anouk moved when I said it and moved first, and Marisol went on talking the whole way and followed her.

I waded in to the front of the hatchback with the water over my boots.

The right front wheel sat wrong. Not flat, not bent rim; the top of the tire was leaning in toward the engine and the tread was scrubbed to nothing on the inside edge. I got down in it, put a hand behind the tire, and felt the lower control arm bowed back where the pothole at the bottom of this ramp gets everybody sooner or later. The ball joint was fine. The arm was not.

I could have dragged it. Dragging it would have finished the tire, the fender lip, and possibly the strut.

“Not dragging it,” I said, mostly to myself.

“What?” Marisol called.

I ran the bed back, dropped the angle, paid out the cable and hooked the tow eye behind the bumper cover. Then I got both of them further back with one hand, because when a cable lets go it takes the shortest route to a person, and I have seen what that does.

The winch took it up on its own wheels, slow, water pouring off the sills. Halfway up Marisol was on the bed rail with her hands on the strap.

“I’ve got it, I can pull it straight.”

“Get in the truck.”

“I’m helping.”

“You’re standing inside a cable,” I said. “Get in the truck.”

She got in the truck. She did it while telling me exactly what she thought of the way I had said it, and she was still saying it when I chained the wheels down and threw the last strap.

Three across the bench seat with the heater roaring. Two of them soaked and steaming and one of me not much better.

Marisol talked the whole four blocks. The car had been fine yesterday. The car had never done this. Her cousin knows cars and her cousin said it was the battery. She works two jobs and one of them starts at six. She wanted to know what the hour cost after midnight, because everybody charges more after midnight. She gave me her own name inside the first block and Anouk’s inside the second, and neither of them had been asked for. Roommates, two years into the same two-bedroom four blocks off Ardmore. That came free as well.

I answered about one question in three, a beat later than she expected each time. That made her fill the silence. That is how I find things out.

Anouk said four words in four blocks.

Marisol was telling me for the second time what her cousin had said about the battery, and from against the door, without turning her head, without any particular volume: “The cousin was wrong.”

Then nothing else. She sat with her arms crossed and her knees together and the rain running off her hair onto my seat, and she watched my hand on the shifter the way you watch somebody doing a card trick.

She had been watching me since I got out of the truck on that ramp and she had not stopped once.

At the top of the ramp behind us a set of headlights sat on the shoulder with the parking lights on and did not come down.

I looked at them in the mirror for about two seconds.

“Somebody’s been up there with a scanner for two years,” I said.

“Doing what?”

“Listening.”

Marisol turned around in the seat to look. Anouk stayed where she was. She had the door mirror, and she had been using it.

I came up Ardmore and swung the rollback in nose-first past the side lot fence. The shop window threw its light out flat across the wet concrete. Above it the apartment window had been dark eleven years, since my father moved out, because there was nobody in it.

I backed the car down onto the pad at 2:29 and killed the light bar.

Anouk spoke again before she got out.

“You didn’t drag it.”

I looked at her a second longer than I needed to. “No.”

Then Marisol was out on the wet concrete with her arms folded and her weight already gone onto one hip, standing in front of a roll-up door I had not opened yet.

“So,” she said. “What’s this going to cost me?”


Chapter 2: Square

“It’s going to cost you standing inside where it’s dry,” I said, and put the door up.

The bay swallowed the noise of the rain and gave back the sound of the compressor cycling, which is the only company I have most nights between two and five.

I got the hatchback onto the lift, put the key on, and listened. Nothing. There should be two seconds of the pump priming in the tank, and there were not two seconds of anything.

“It cranks,” Marisol said, from six feet away with her arms folded. “It cranks great. It just doesn’t do anything.”

She had planted herself by the lift post with her weight on one hip, sneakers still leaking onto my floor. Wet denim from the knee up, and somewhere around the hips it stopped being denim and started being an argument the denim was losing. The polo pulled flat across her chest. Her chin came higher when she caught me looking.

Then the eyes, that hard dark ring around the brown, straight on me and waiting for a number. I made myself look at the car instead.

“I heard it crank on the ramp.”

“So it’s the battery.”

“It’s not the battery.”

I put a gauge on the Schrader valve at the fuel rail and turned the key. The needle sat flat on zero and stayed there while she asked me what that meant, and I told her: no pressure, no fuel, no fire. Then I pulled the cover on the box under the hood, checked the pump fuse against the light, put my thumb on the relay while somebody turned the key.

“Turn it,” I said.

Marisol went for the door.

Anouk was already in the driver’s seat. She had got there without making any noise about it, and she turned the key when I said turn it and stopped when I said stop, and she asked nothing.

Relay clicked. Fuse good. So the brain was asking for the pump and the pump was not answering.

I ran a lead back to the connector at the tank and back-probed the feed with the key on and got twelve and a half volts. A healthy thing to find, and the end of the easy explanations. Then I moved the meter to the ground side and read across it, and the meter showed me nearly the whole battery sitting there, dropping across a wire that was supposed to be doing nothing at all.

I straightened up and wiped my hands on the rag out of my back pocket.

“It’s a ground,” Anouk said.

She said it about half a second before I did. She was still sitting in the driver’s seat with the door open and her long legs out of it, and she had watched me check three things in a row and worked out what the third one had told me.

I looked at her.

The colour started somewhere under the collar of that sweatshirt and came up her throat and into her face, in that order, and she pulled her hair behind her ear and did not say another word for twenty minutes.

The strap was behind the engine mount, where they always are on that car, and it was green and swollen up under the crimp like something that had drowned. A year of that, at least. Longer, in a car that lives outside in a city that gets two wet months a year.

I cut it off, wire-brushed both faces down to bright metal, put a new strap on with a fresh star washer, and torqued it.

Key on. The pump primed, two full seconds of it, and the car caught on the first turn and sat there idling like it had never had a problem in its life.

Marisol stopped talking mid-sentence for the first time all night.

“That’s it?” she said. “That’s a nine-dollar piece of wire.”

“About four dollars.”

“So you’re going to charge me two hundred for a four-dollar piece of wire.”

“I haven’t charged you anything yet.” I put the hood down. “You’ve got a bent lower control arm, and that’s the part I actually care about.”

I had one off a Sentra that came in four years ago and never got collected, out under the tarp against the side lot fence. It was the right side and it was straight. I pulled the wheel, pressed the ball joint out, swapped the arm, and then ran a string line down both sides of the car with two jack stands and a tape measure and set the toe with it, because a car that eats a front tire in four hundred miles is a car that comes back on a hook.

Marisol asked a question about every single step. What that bolt was. Why I was measuring the same thing four times. Why the string. Whether the used part was going to be a problem, and what happens if it is.

Half of them were good questions. Two of them were the kind a man who has done this for twenty years does not get asked and should.

Somewhere in there she found the coffee. That machine is older than most of the block and it has outlived two better ones.

“This is the worst coffee I have ever had in my life,” she said.

“Nobody makes you drink it.”

She had another cup.

Anouk had moved. She was up on the big toolbox now, sitting on the lid with her heels hooked on the drawer handle. That put her nearly at my eye level, and nobody does that without asking. She had drawn the sweatshirt cuffs over her hands and tucked her elbows tight against her ribs. The cotton was still wet, and wet cotton lies down flat on whatever is under it and reports back.

She did not talk. She watched my hands. Every time I moved to a different part of the car her eyes went there first, and when I looked up she did not look away and she did not smile either.

Two women in my bay at three in the morning, and there was not one thing about the pair of them that lined up. Marisol stayed down on my concrete in wet denim, short and warm brown and heavy through the hips, moving the whole time and talking over the compressor. Anouk was four inches taller and up off the floor entirely, pale and long and folded in on herself with her arms across the front of her, and the only thing on her that had moved in ten minutes was her eyes.

Twice I went past the far end of the bay, past the parts washer and the chained roller door and the car under the grey cover that came with the building, and neither time did I stop.

At twenty to four Fabiola came across from La Zarzamora in the rain with a towel over her head, kitchen apron still on and her sleeves pushed up, carrying three coffees instead of the two she has brought across for six years, and a foil packet, because my lights were on and because she had already counted the heads through my window. She put them on the bench. She looked at the two women. She looked at me.

Then she went back across the street.

“Who was that?” Marisol said.

“Fabiola. She feeds people.”

At 4:12 I brought the car down off the lift, backed it out onto the pad and left it running, and put the keys in Marisol’s hand.

“You’re square,” I said.

She stood there holding them.

“Okay. What’s the number.”

“There isn’t one.”

“There’s always a number.”

“The strap was four dollars off my own shelf. The arm came off a dead car nobody’s coming back for. The hour was mine and I was awake anyway.” I picked up my coffee. “We’re square.”

She went at it three ways. She told me she was not a charity case. She told me she had the money, and that was a lie and both of us knew it. She told me that if I did this she would have to come back here and then it would be weird, and I said it was already weird, and she said that was not the point.

Then she got a bank card out of her back pocket and put it flat on the bench next to the torque wrench.

I picked it up, put it in her hand, and closed her fingers over it with mine. My hand went most of the way around hers and then some.

Her other hand started toward her curls and stalled halfway up. She looked down at the fist I had made around the card.

“Then tell me what I can do,” she said. Quieter. “Something. Books, filing, I’ll clean the office. Tell me what to do and we’re even.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because then you’d be paying me,” I said, “and you’re not going to.”

I told her the rest of it flat, with the coffee still in my hand. People on this block get pulled off that ramp for nothing when they obviously cannot pay. Some weeks that is three of them. It is not charity and I would rather she did not call it that; it is how the shop works and it has worked that way since my father, and the shop is still here.

She stared at me for a long moment with the ring around her eyes going hard and both hands closed, and then she picked up her jacket and went out to the car.

Anouk stopped in the doorway on her way past.

“Thank you,” she said.

Two words. She said them straight into my face, looking at me the whole time, and she meant something very specific by them.

I had no idea what.

“Anouk,” she added, in case I had not been listening when Marisol said it for her in the truck.

Then she got in the car, and Marisol leaned across her out the passenger window with the wipers already going.

“I’m going to figure out what I owe you,” she said.

“There’s nothing to figure out.”

“I’m going to figure it out anyway.”

The hatchback pulled onto Ardmore and made the corner at the end of the block, and I stood in the open door in the rain a while and then went back to the fender I had left open at two in the morning.


Chapter 3: Neither of Us Wanted to Ask Alone

They came back the next night at eleven with the rain still going and a paper bag from La Zarzamora that had gone soft at the bottom.

Marisol came in first, and I got her the way I got her on the ramp, from the ground up. Sneakers gone dark at the toe from four blocks of rain. Short strong legs, and then dry jeans for once, jeans that had been chosen for exactly one reason, and she knew the reason, and she stopped in my doorway with her weight on one hip so that the reason was not in any doubt. The waist above them cut in hard enough to make everything under it read twice the size. A work polo from whichever job it was. Cheap gold hoops. A hair tie on her wrist that she has never used for anything. Her curls were up off her face and shoved back with a pair of sunglasses at eleven at night in October, and her chin was already up, and her eyes were on me before she had finished coming through the door. There is five foot three of her and she came in taking up more floor than I do, and I stood there and let her do it.

Anouk followed on canvas shoes wet through again, her stride unhurried and a great deal of leg going into it, jeans gone dark to the knee from four blocks of rain and hanging off her from there up. Nothing to her hips and less to her waist. She stopped beside Marisol and looked past me at the lift.

“The car’s making a noise,” Marisol said.

Anouk’s jacket was zipped to the collarbone over a hoodie over something else, in a city that had not been cold since March. Her forearms rested over the front of it, but every layer she owned still hung from narrow shoulders and had to travel out around something she had never managed to hide. When Marisol handed me the keys, Anouk tucked her blunt pale hair behind one ear and gave me the long line of her throat.

Her grey-green eyes checked the bench, the lift, and the unlocked door before they reached my face. Then they stayed.

Marisol shifted onto the other hip. Anouk stayed so still that rain ran from her jacket cuff and tapped the concrete twice before she moved a hand.

“What kind of noise.”

“A noise.”

I took the keys off her and drove it round the block with the window down and both of them standing under the awning watching me do it. Third gear, second gear, brake, coast. The car made no noise. It ran better than it had run in a year because it had a ground now.

I parked it, got out, and handed her the keys back.

“It’s not making a noise.”

“I know,” she said.

I waited. She got maybe two seconds into it and then she stopped leaning on anything.

“Okay,” she said. “So the two of us talked. Last night, and then all day, and then on the walk over here. And we have a question, and neither one of us wanted to be the one who asked it alone.”

“Ask it.”

“Don’t pick.”

She said it fast, the way you take a bandage off.

“Say that again,” I said. “Slower. And say what it is you’re asking me not to pick between.”

She hated that. It went across her face in one piece. She turned the hair tie on her wrist once and did it anyway, and her voice dropped out of the fast register into something flatter and more honest.

“Don’t pick between us. Her or me. I’m asking you to take both of us, and I’m asking you not to make either one of us stand in a line.”

The rain went across the roll-up door in a wave and stopped.

I looked at her for a second and then I looked past her.

“Anouk.”

She had not moved from the door.

“She just asked me for something on your behalf,” I said. “She doesn’t get to. What do you want?”

Asking her straight out was not a kindness. It was a bill coming due in front of the person she has spent two years standing behind. Her arms came off her chest and went back across it. She looked at the floor of my shop for long enough that Marisol drew breath to fill it in for her, and I put my hand up an inch and Marisol shut her mouth, which I suspect had not happened in some time.

“I want what she said,” Anouk said. “I want to be looked at.”

Eleven words. Then she could not look at either of us.

I have been told I am hard to read. Standing there in a cold bay with my hands full of nothing, I could hear the compressor cycling and I could hear my own pulse in my ears, which had not happened in about eight years.

Marisol got out in front of it, the way she gets out in front of everything.

“And it’s not nothing,” she said. “About the car. You wouldn’t take money for the car, so this is, look, this is me settling up on my terms, I’m not walking around owing a man I can’t pay, so we can call it that and then it’s…”

“No.”

I did not raise my voice. Angry, I get slower, and this was the first time either of them saw it.

“The car was free,” I said. “It was free last night and it is free tonight and it will be free next year. If this is a payment, then go home, take the food with you, and come back when the car breaks and I’ll fix that for free too. I am not doing it that way. Say it clean or don’t say it.”

Marisol’s jaw moved. Colour climbed her throat and spread over the tops of her chest, glowing warm against the collar of her polo, and she could not do anything about that either.

“It’s not a payment,” she said.

“Good.”

“It’s not a payment,” she said again, louder, furious, and it was the truest thing she had said in two nights.

I put the bag of food down on the bench and I told them my terms, once, because I say things once.

“I don’t choose. I’m not going to be asked to, tonight or in a month, and if either of you ever puts me in a position of ranking the two of you, I’ll say no to the both of you and mean it.”

“Nobody pays me. Not in money, not in work, not in anything else, ever. That’s not up for negotiation and it never becomes up for negotiation.”

“Nothing happens in this shop that somebody hasn’t said out loud first, and everybody in the room speaks for herself. She doesn’t speak for you.” I looked at Marisol when I said that one. “You don’t speak for her.”

“And if either of you wants out, you say so, and it’s over that second, and I’ll still fix the car.”

Then I stopped, and I let the compressor do the talking, because they were mine to state and theirs to take, and they stopped being mine the second I finished the sentence.

“Yes,” Marisol said.

“Say it again.”

“I said yes.” Loud, with an edge on it, both hands out. “Yes, I want it, I want the whole thing, are you happy?”

“Anouk.”

“Yes.”

“Once more, and look at me while you do it.”

She looked at me. Not at the floor, and not at Marisol, and once she had decided to do it she did not stop doing it, and grey-green eyes on a woman who does not use them much will go through a man like a punch.

“Yes,” she said. Barely out loud. “Please.”

I got the rag out of my back pocket and cleaned my hands on it, taking as long over it as I take over everything, and put it back. Then I crossed the bay to Marisol first, because she was closest and because she was shaking and did not know she was doing it. I put one hand around her jaw and the side of her throat, and her whole face fit in it, and she went absolutely still for the first time since the ramp.

I kissed her. Slow, and not gently, and she made a low noise against my mouth and got a fistful of my shirt.

Then I let go of her and turned around and did the same thing to Anouk.

Her mouth opened under mine before I got there. She made a sound in her throat, high and short, and I felt her hear it happen; she pulled back an inch with her eyes shut and her hands flat on my chest, absolutely mortified.

“That was a good sound,” I said. “Don’t be embarrassed about that one.”

Nobody undressed. Nobody was going to.

“That’s it?” Marisol said. Her voice had gone about an octave down and she had not noticed. “That’s all we’re doing?”

“I’m thirty-nine years old,” I said. “I’ve got nothing to hurry for and neither have you. When it happens it’s going to take all night, and you’re both going to be sure, and I’m not doing it standing up in a cold bay at eleven o’clock with food going soggy on my bench.”

I went and turned the lights off in the sign over the roll-up. ZABALETA AUTO & RECOVERY, orange, in letters my father paid for. Nobody has ever seen me do that. I have not turned them off in thirteen years.

“You’ve never done that,” Marisol said.

“No.”

Then I locked the roll-up from the inside.


Chapter 4: Hands and Mouth

The office is eight feet by ten with a desk in it, a spike of invoices on a nail, a coffee maker, a chair, and one window onto Ardmore that has never been washed.

I hooked the work light over the top of the door so it hung down into the room. It throws cyan, hard and blue-white, and it makes wet things look wetter. Behind the glass the sodium out on the street was going orange through the rain, and the two colours met about halfway across the desk.

I put my forearm on the desktop and swept it clear. Paper, a coil of wire, two spark plugs, a mug. All of it went on the floor. I took the invoice spike off the nail and set it in a drawer, because I was not going to have that in the room.

Marisol bent, picked up one of the spark plugs, and put it on the windowsill instead of arguing about the mess.

“Somebody tells me who goes first,” I said. “Out loud. I’m not guessing tonight and I’m not guessing any night.”

“Her,” Marisol said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

She breathed out through her nose. Her hands were moving, and the hair tie was going round her wrist, and she was three seconds from talking her way out the door.

“Me,” she said, too loud. “Me first. Obviously me first, she’ll stand there all night.”

“Good.” I turned my head. “Anouk. Do you want to stay, watch her, and take your own turn after? Say it before anybody starts.”

“Yes. I want to watch, and then I want my turn.”

“Chair. Pull it up to the end of the desk, that side, where I can see you and you can see her. I’m not doing anything in this room that anybody has to imagine.”

Anouk moved the chair. She sat down in it and I watched her do it from the floor up: canvas shoes flat on the concrete, long pale legs folded in at the knee and still taking up half the room, hips about a hand span across, and then the jacket zipped over the front of her with her arms folded high across it like a woman expecting weather. Long throat. Cyan light lying along one collarbone. Her eyes came up to me last and stayed there, and both her hands had a grip on her own sleeves and were not letting go of them.

I got a hand in the back of Marisol’s polo and turned her to face the desk.

Then I looked at her the same way, because there was no reason not to and every reason to. Wet sneakers. Legs built low and thick and made for carrying things. The hips, which are what the whole of her is built around, the seat of those jeans and the deep cut of the waist over the top of it. Curls up off her face and staying there. She turned her head to see what was taking so long and her eyes came round with that hard dark ring in them and caught me at it, and I did not look away and neither did she.

Five foot three. I am six foot four, and standing behind her I could see clean over the top of her head to the window, and the top of her curls came to my shoulder.

I undressed her from the bottom up.

Sneakers off, one at a time, her hand on the desk for balance. Then the jeans, unbuttoned, peeled, and they came off her by inches because there is a great deal of her in them, and I got them down to the middle of her thighs and left them there, stuck.

“Are you going to say something,” she said, “or just stand there?”

“I’m looking at you.”

“Great. Terrific. Very productive.”

“Your ass is the best thing that’s ever come through that door,” I said. “I’ve been trying not to look at it since the ramp and I’ve been failing since the ramp, and now I’m going to put both hands on it and take my time, so hold on to the desk.”

Her mouth opened. Nothing came out of it.

I put both hands on her, openly, the way you handle something you have been given, and my hands did not cover it.

“My hands don’t cover this,” I said. “I want you to know that. Two of them and I’ve still got nothing to spare.”

She had gone absolutely silent with her forehead down on her forearms.

“It’s the waist that does it. It comes in like somebody drew it wrong and then all of this happens underneath, and that’s the part I got on the ramp before I got your face.” I lifted my hand off her and watched the shape of it stay behind for a second, pale, and then go. “There. That’s what my hand does to you just by sitting on you, and I’m going to be watching that for a while. You’re warm. You’re heavier than you look. I intend to have both hands full of your ass for as long as you’ll let me.”

I looked over the top of her at the chair.

Three feet of office between the two of them and not one thing in it the same. Under my hands Marisol was all width, bent over the desk with her feet planted apart and her curls hanging forward off her face, taking up more of my floor folded in half than most men take up standing. In the chair Anouk was one long pale line from the concrete to the top of her head, knees together, spine off the backrest, holding still on purpose, and the only heavy thing anywhere on her carried out in front and covered over with both arms. Neither one of them a version of the other, and both of them in an eight-by-ten room with me, which is a fact I have not caught up with yet.

Anouk had not moved an inch and had not taken her eyes off my hands, and the colour had already started at the base of her throat, and there was nothing happening to her yet at all.

Then Marisol started up again, because silence in her is a countdown.

“I had a shift at six,” she said, into her forearms. “In the morning. Six. I gave it away this afternoon before I walked over here, and I want somebody in this room to know I did that.”

“Noted.”

“You don’t have to do the whole speech, you know. You can just…”

I brought my palm down on her once. Open-handed, not hard, no warning, and the crack of it went round that little room and stopped everything in it.

The whole shape of her face changed. Her back went down and her hips came up and she made a sound I have not stopped thinking about since.

I took my hand off her.

“Marisol.”

Nothing.

“Look at me and tell me yes or no. Because I’m not doing that again until you say it.”

She turned her head on her arms. The colour was all the way up her throat and across the tops of her chest, and the dark ring around her eyes was very clear at four inches away.

“Do it again,” she said.

“Say what.”

“Do it again. Harder than that. And keep talking while you do it, that’s the, God.” She shut her eyes. “That’s the part.”

“That’s the part,” I said. “Say it once more so we’re both sure.”

“Hit me and tell me I’m good, you enormous…”

I did it again, and she stopped negotiating.

“You’re good,” I said. “That’s all it is. You asked for it out loud and you got it, and I’m going to keep telling you so all night whether you can stand it or not. Hold on to the desk and be good for me.”

Twice more after that, and each time the noise she made came out lower, and both times I told her again.

“That one moved everything,” I said. “Your ass, your tits, all of it. Do you know what you look like from back here?”

“Nobody asked you for a goddamn report.”

Her polo went up over her head and onto the floor. Her tits are soft and they go everywhere when she moves, and she does not stop moving, and I told her that too, and she told the desktop I was a menace.

“That’s four,” Anouk said from the chair.

Marisol got her face round far enough to look at her. “Are you counting?”

“I count things.”

“She counts things,” I said, and did it again, and Marisol lost the thread of whatever she was going to say about that.

Anouk’s arms came down off the front of her jacket and her hands went flat on the seat of the chair either side of her thighs, and they stayed there, and I would put money on her having no idea she had done it.

Then Marisol said the next thing herself, at the desktop, fast and flat, the way a person gets rid of something.

“Put your mouth on me.”

I stopped where I was with both hands still on her.

“Again. The whole sentence.”

“Put your mouth on me and don’t be quick about it. I’m asking you, so you can stop waiting for me to.” Her jeans were still stuck on her thighs and she had her forehead back down on her arms. “And I hate that I said that out loud, so don’t look pleased.”

I turned her around, lifted her onto the edge of the desk with both hands under her ass, and put her heels up on my shoulders.

“Anouk,” I said, without looking away from her. “You still with us?”

“Yes.”

“Say something to her.”

There was a pause about two seconds long.

“He stops and asks,” Anouk said, quietly, from the chair. “He’s done it twice already tonight. I’ve been counting those too.”

Marisol laughed, one shocked syllable, and then I put my mouth on her pussy and she was done laughing.

“You’ve been wet since the ramp,” I said, into her. “Two nights of it. I can taste that.”

She is not a woman who goes quiet.

“Oh, fuck. Fuck.” At the ceiling first and then down at me, with her chin tucked into her own chest to do it. “That’s wrong, that angle’s wrong, that’s not, no. No, it isn’t. Don’t you dare move.”

She got one hand in my hair and one hand flat on the desk, and about ninety seconds in the swearing turned into single syllables and then into nothing much at all. Her thighs locked either side of my head. Her heels dug into my back. She came with her whole spine off the desk in an arch and her ass sliding on the wet paint of the desktop and a long broken noise coming out of her that she would deny on oath.

Then she lay flat with her arms out and her curls everywhere.

For about a minute nothing came out of her at all. It was the longest she had been quiet in two nights, and she could not look at Anouk.

I did not go anywhere. I put a hand on her stomach and left it there, and I watched the flush go down her throat in stages, and when she finally turned her head to look at me I told her she was good and she put her forearm over her eyes.

Then I went to Anouk.

I did not move her. I went across the room to the chair and got down on one knee in front of it, and even down there I was nearly at eye level with her. That is what she is. Five foot seven, most of it leg, sitting up straight with her feet flat on the concrete.

“Zip,” I said.

She unzipped the jacket. Under it a hoodie, and under that a shirt, and under that a tank. Four layers, with the cuffs of the middle two pulled down over her hands.

“Your coffee maker has a crack in the carafe,” she said. “On the handle side. I looked at it for twenty minutes last night.”

“You’re stalling.”

“I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“What do you want?”

She looked at me and let the question sit there on the floor between us.

“I’ll wait,” I said. “I’ve got nowhere to be and there’s nothing else happening in this room until you tell me. Words.”

She got there in about twenty seconds and it cost her all of them.

“I want you to look at me,” she said. “Not at them. At me, while you do it. And I want you to say what you see, because if you don’t say it I won’t believe it happened.”

“That I can do.”

I took the hoodie off her. Then the shirt. Then the tank, and she lifted her arms for it, and then there was nothing over the front of her at all, and I stopped where I was and did not touch her for a full ten seconds.

“Say something,” she said. Thin.

“I’m getting to it.”

Everything about her is narrow. Narrow shoulders, narrow ribs, a waist I had already put my hands around in my head twice. And then her tits, which have nothing to do with the rest of her. Sitting straight up in that chair she carries the whole weight of them out in front with nothing underneath holding any of it, and they shifted a quarter of an inch every time she took a breath, and there were grooves cut into the tops of her shoulders where the straps had been sitting for years. Carrying that around every day had printed itself into her.

“You’ve been carrying these around under four layers in a hot city,” I said. “That’s a crime.”

“Don’t be nice about it.”

“I’m not being nice about it.” I took them in both hands, one in each, and I did not have enough hand. “I’m telling you I’ve had my mind on your tits since you got out of that car on the ramp with your arms crossed over them. Tell me what you want.”

She sat back an inch and went still on purpose. Feet flat, shoulders down, breathing through her mouth and holding every other part of herself exactly where it was.

“Your mouth on them,” she said. “For as long as you want. That’s my yes.”

I took my time. I put my mouth on her and stayed there with nothing else scheduled for the rest of the night, and I kept talking the whole way through it.

“There it goes. Out of your sternum, up your throat, into your face, every time. That’s three times tonight I’ve watched it happen and I’m keeping count.”

“Don’t count.”

“Your nipples were hard through that tank before I had a hand anywhere near you. I saw it in the bay and I’ve had it in my head since.” I put my mouth back on her and stayed there a while. “That noise. Do that one again.”

She did it again.

“You’re doing well. You’re doing exactly right, and you can keep your eyes open if you want them open.”

She kept them open.

Marisol had come up on one elbow on the desk to watch, still undressed, saying nothing.

“Daddy,” Anouk said.

It came out of her without any decision in it, low and thick, in the middle of a breath.

She heard it. Everything in her locked, one solid inch of terror. Her gaze fixed on me and her hands stopped halfway to her face, fingers spread as if she had lost the count.

I did not stop and I did not react and I did not say the word back to her.

“You’re doing well,” I said, against her, and kept going. “Stay like that. Hands down.”

She stayed like that. Her hands came down.

I got one hand under the waist of her jeans and down into them, and her pussy was soaked all the way through to the tops of her thighs.

“Feel that,” I said. “Nobody’s touched you yet tonight. That’s what being talked to does to you, and I want you to know it before anything else happens.”

She made a noise and her back came up off the chair in an arch and I told her what that looked like from a foot away. Her hands went over her own face. I took them off with my free hand and put them flat on my shoulders.

“Hands there, sweetheart. I want to see you while you do it.”

She came against the flat of my hand, my fingers working her clit and the heel of it pressed up hard where she was pushing for it, with her mouth pressed into my shoulder to muffle herself, and her whole long body shook from the knees up, and she made almost no sound at all.

Afterwards she cried. Not much and not for long, with her forehead against the side of my jaw and her arms around my neck, and it was not sadness.

Then she got embarrassed about it, and that arrived all at once. She turned her face into my collarbone and started apologising for something nobody had complained about, and then she laughed at herself, once, wet and far too loud for a room that size.

“Ignore all of that,” she said.

“No.”

I held on to her until she had finished doing both things, and skipped the speech, and then I got up and got her a bottle of water out of the office fridge and one for Marisol.

Neither of them touched me the whole night. Neither of them offered. I did not ask.

Anouk was shivering by then. Not from cold, because it was not cold in there; she was down to nothing on top and still coming off the other side of it. I took my shirt off and put it round her shoulders, and she put her arms through it and did not give it back.

Marisol was sitting on the edge of the desk pulling her jeans up over her thighs, and she said it without planning to say it, and I could hear that she had not planned it.

“Say that thing again.”

“Which thing.”

“The thing you said. When I was on the desk.” She would not look up. “You know which one.”

I told her again.

She got very busy with her sneakers.

They would not let me drive them. They went out under the awning into the rain and walked the four blocks home, and I stood in the doorway and listened to them getting smaller up Ardmore, arguing the whole way about something that had nothing to do with me.


Chapter 5: Coffee at Six

The rain quit around five and the block came up wet and steaming. It does that here twice a year, for about a month.

At six I stood in my own open bay with the first cup of the day going cold in my hand and did not drink any of it. A few hours earlier there had been two women in that room, a work light hooked over the door, and everything that used to be on the desk still lying where my forearm had put it. There was a hair tie on my office desk that was not mine and had never been used for anything. I looked at it for a while, and then I went and put the parts washer on.

Chuy was at the bay door at six-thirty with a broom he had not used.

“Today?” he said.

“You sweep another two weeks.”

“You said that two weeks ago.”

“And in two weeks I’ll say it again.” I put a starter down on the bench. “Corners, not the middle. Everybody does the middle.”

The primered Buick came up Ardmore at six-forty and parked across two spaces the way it parks across two spaces every day of my life. Reyna came by after that wanting a dryer out of her sister’s place and into the panel van, and I got a strap under it and walked it up the ramp with one hand while I finished my coffee with the other, and she told me the van was making a noise and I told her to bring it Thursday.

At ten to seven the two of them came round the corner together, and they had been arguing since their front door. You could see it from a hundred feet: Marisol out in front by half a step, hands going, and Anouk a stride behind with her arms folded, saying nothing at all.

Marisol was in the same jeans, and I got all of her coming up that wet sidewalk before I got any of her face: sneakers still dark from last night, short legs working under her at twice anybody else’s rate, the hips doing at half past six exactly what they had done at eleven the night before, last night’s hoops, and the curls going back off her face with the back of her wrist about every third step. Anouk was a stride behind in my shirt with the sleeves rolled four times. Long legs, and a straight clean line from her ribs down past her knees with nothing interrupting it anywhere, and then a shirt cut for a man my size, stretched wide at the second button and standing off her everywhere else. She said nothing about the shirt and neither did I.

You hear Marisol coming from half a block off. Anouk you have to go looking for, and then she is already there. My mouth had been on both of them six hours earlier, and I stood in my own bay not thinking about the starter in my hand.

“We need terms,” Marisol said, before she was inside the bay.

“Morning.”

“Days. Which days. Who’s here when, what happens if one of us is working, whether this is a whole thing or a sometimes thing, and I want it said out loud so nobody’s guessing.”

“That’s not for me.”

“Everything’s for somebody.”

I put the starter in the vise and took the cover off it.

“You two want to sort out days, sort out days,” I said. “I’m here every night. That’s the only part of it I get a vote on.”

“‘I’ve got nothing to hurry for.’” She did me in a voice about two octaves below her own, very slow, standing in the middle of my bay and taking up all of it. “That’s what you said. Nothing to hurry for. Some of us have a shift at six, so we’d like a calendar.”

I had the parts washer going in the corner with the pump on, and the whole bay smelled of solvent, and Anouk had gone to stand next to it, three feet from the conversation, with her hands in the sleeves of my shirt.

“Say something,” Marisol said.

Anouk did not. She was counting the sockets on the wall over the bench, left to right, and I only knew that because I had watched her do it twice before. The pump in the washer cycled. The silence went on about six seconds longer than a silence is permitted to go on in front of Marisol Quintero.

“Right,” Marisol said. “Great. So that’s a no from the wall.”

Anouk got to fourteen, lost it, and started again from the left.

“Anything. One word. You can pick the word.”

Anouk pulled her hair behind her ear and did not give her one. It went on long enough to stop being a pause and start being an answer, and it was not the answer Marisol read off it.

“You do this,” Marisol said. “You do this thing where you stand there and let me decide, and then…”

She stopped. She had gone somewhere she had been standing at the edge of since yesterday, and she went the rest of the way in because she does not know another route.

“A month,” she said. “You watched him for a month. You told me that in our own stairwell on the way over here to ask him, like it was nothing. You live with me. You have lived with me for two years, and you had a whole month of this, and you didn’t say one word.”

“No.”

“Why?”

Anouk unfolded her arms. When she does that it means something is coming.

“Because if I had told you,” she said, “you would have decided how it went.”

The compressor cycled. Marisol did not move off her hip.

“You’d have decided when we came here and what I wore and what I said, and you’d have done all of it to be nice to me, and it would have been yours by the end of the week. It’s not that you’re bad to me, Mari. It’s that you’re never not deciding.” One finger took the hair off her cheek. “So I kept one thing. That’s all I did.”

Marisol looked like she had been hit somewhere under the ribs.

“That’s not fair,” she said.

“It’s completely fair,” Anouk said, “and you know it is, because you’re not saying it isn’t.”

Then they both looked at me.

I have been asked to settle things by better negotiators than these two. I put the starter down.

“No,” I said.

“No what? You’re standing right there.”

“I’m standing right here, and here’s the only thing I’m going to say about it. I keep everyone. I don’t rank anybody, I don’t pick, and there is no version of the next six months where one of you gets more of me than the other because she asked louder.” I picked up the starter again. “Whatever the two of you are to each other is yours. I’m not going to be the one who decides it and I’m not going to be used as the tiebreak.”

“That’s very convenient for you.”

“It’s not convenient for me at all,” I said. “It’d be a lot easier to tell you both what to do.”

Then I went and cleaned a battery post, because they needed the room and because I cannot sit still through a conversation like that.

They finished it badly. Marisol apologised in about seven words with her arms folded and most of it aimed at the floor, and then ruined it by adding a clause, and then apologised for the clause. Anouk accepted it by handing her half a foil packet. That was not an acceptance. Marisol took it anyway.

They ate standing up. Then Marisol complained that nobody ever sits down.

At half past seven Marisol wandered down the bay past the parts washer to where the light runs out.

“What’s under there?”

The far end of the shop is bay three, if you want to call it that. No lift, no working roller; the chain has been through that door since before I was born. There is a car under a grey cover against the back wall with about an inch of dust on it.

“Don’t know,” I said.

“You don’t know.”

“It came with the building. I’ve never looked.”

“You’ve never looked.” She turned around. “You’ve owned this place thirteen years and you’ve never lifted a corner of that.”

“No.”

She stood there working, and I could see her deciding to be pleased with herself.

“It’s a car you built,” she said. “For a woman. She left, and you covered it up, and you can’t look at it, and that’s why you sleep in the office.”

I said nothing.

“That’s exactly it,” she said.

I did not correct her. She went back up the bay entirely satisfied, and Anouk looked at me for a second longer than she needed to and then went back to the sockets.

Fabiola came across at eight with a tray, on her way home from a twelve-hour overnight, and she put it on the bench and did not stay for me. She and Anouk got talking by the door and it went four minutes, which is three minutes and forty seconds longer than Anouk talks to anybody.

“Did you know,” Anouk said afterwards, “that this shop is the only thing in Cordova Heights that’s been open every night for thirty years?”

“I knew that.”

“She said the lights being on is why she took the kitchen job.” Anouk tucked her hair back. “That’s all. She just said it.”

I went out to unlock the side lot at ten past eight to get the wrecker onto the pad.

The chain-link at the back had been cut top to bottom and folded neatly back on itself, like a man opening a curtain.

Nothing was missing.


Chapter 6: Smoke in the Side Lot

The smell had me out of the office chair before I was properly awake.

Not smoke first. Rubber. Rubber and something sweeter under it, and the sweeter one is coolant cooking off a manifold. Two nights later, four in the morning, and by the time my boots hit the concrete I already knew what I was going to see through the side door.

Two cars in the lot, both going.

The Civic came in Tuesday waiting on a head gasket and it was burning from the back seat forward with the interior lit up orange behind the glass. The Crown Vic in the corner had been dead three years and it went up faster because a car that has sat three years is mostly fuel vapour and old foam. There was a rag stuffed in the filler neck of the Vic, still hanging out of it, half burnt. There was another one on the ground by the Civic where it had fallen out.

The fence at the back was cut in exactly the same place as before, folded back the same neat way.

I got the hose on. The hose is a five-eighths garden hose on a hose reel and a car fire laughs at a five-eighths garden hose. I put it into the Civic’s rear window anyway and it steamed and did nothing at all, and then the Vic’s rear tire let go with a bang that I felt in my chest and the fire came out sideways.

The wrecker was parked eight feet away.

I stood there for about a second and a half with the water in my hand and decided.

I dropped the hose, got in the wrecker, and moved it. The paint on the passenger door had already gone soft and blistered in a stripe two feet long and it will be there until I repaint it, and if I had spent another ninety seconds on the hose I would have lost a sixty-thousand-dollar truck to save a Civic with a bad head gasket.

Then I stood in my own side lot in the dark and watched two cars burn down to the pad, because that is what you do, and there was nothing else to do.

A patrol car came at four-twenty because somebody on Ardmore called it in. Two of them, four minutes, a name, a plate number off the Civic, a line about how much of this they see. I told them nothing they could use. They left. I did not call anybody, and I was not going to.

By dawn the pad was steaming and there were two black shapes on it with the glass gone out of them and puddles of aluminium where the wheels used to be.

Standing there in the wet at half past six with my hands filthy and my shirt stinking, I was not angry about the Civic and I was not angry about the Crown Vic, which had no value to anybody alive. What was in my chest was something else and it had nothing to do with cars. The other night both of them were in that office with their shoes off and the door open. There is a version of that night that runs four hours later, and in that version there are two women in this building at four in the morning with a man in the side lot with a can.

I did not say that to anybody. I went and got the big hose off the wall and started washing the pad down.

The burned shell had to come off the pad and my wrecker is the wrong tool for lifting a car that has nothing left to hook to. So at seven I called the operator I have been subcontracting heavy recoveries to for two years.

Jasleen Sekhon came up Ardmore at half past in a rotator that filled the street. She got out to set the outriggers, gloves out of her back pocket and a black rope braid hanging down the back of the high-vis, and then she put the boom over and took the Civic’s shell off my pad in one clean lift and set it by the fence with about two inches to spare on either side. That is not easy. She made it look like parking.

“Nobody burns two cars to get a car, Iker,” she said, looking at the second one.

“No.”

She swung the boom in, brought the legs up and went. I have known her two years and I have never once seen her further from that truck than the length of her own outriggers.

Marisol and Anouk came round the corner at eight into the middle of all of it. Marisol first, sneakers coming down hard on wet concrete, the heavy legs going under her, and the hips swinging round the corner a half-beat behind the rest of her. Work polo. Curls up. She went straight past me to the pad and stopped dead.

Anouk came up behind her slower. Wet canvas shoes printing through the ash on the concrete, long legs, and the shoulders rolled forward over the reason for it. Three layers on a woman standing eight feet from the heat still coming off a burned pad. She had her forearms up over the front of her and she kept them there.

“Whose Civic?”

“Guy two blocks over. Nothing to do with any of this.”

“So what does that cost you? Do you eat that? You eat that, don’t you. That’s a whole car.”

“It’s a car,” I said.

She kept going, because numbers are how she keeps her feet under her, and I let her, and while she was doing that Anouk came and stood next to me and looked at the cut in the fence for a long time. Then her arms came down off her chest and hung.

“Has this happened before?” she said.

I gave her a longer answer than I gave Marisol. I told her about the calls that stopped coming, and the two years of a truck sitting at the top of the ramp with its parking lights on, and the fact that this was the second time somebody had cut that fence and the first time anybody had brought a can.

Marisol heard the length of the answer. She looked over at both of us with the hair tie going round her wrist, and then she did something she had not done all week, which was let it go.

I told them the rest of it in the bay, flat, the way you read a fault code off a screen.

“His name’s Delmar Purnell. He runs the lot on Verrado, three blocks east. He’s got a spotter at the top of the Loop ramp with a scanner and he’s had one for two years, and he takes about half the calls that should come here before I’ve got my boots on.” I wiped my hands. “He’s decided these twelve blocks are his, and he’s been working up to telling me so.”

“So you go to the cops,” Marisol said.

“With what.”

She opened her mouth and then shut it, because she has lived here her whole life and she knew the answer before she asked.

At nine he drove past.

Black three-quarter ton, his own lot’s name on the door, window down at nine in the morning in October. Delmar Purnell is on the far side of forty-five and about five foot ten, iron grey clipped short and going back off a red face with the veins broken across the nose, small pale eyes set close together, and he carries a gut in front of him like a man carrying a bag of feed. He had the same lot name embroidered over the pocket of his polo, sunglasses hanging on a cord on his chest at nine in the morning, and a gold watch that was not gold. Dovey was in the passenger seat, filling it. Lorne was in the back.

He slowed to about four miles an hour and looked at the pad, and he was smiling.

“Hell of a thing,” he said, pleasant as a man at a counter. “This block’s gone rough. You want to think about that at your age.”

“That’s the second time,” I said.

He waited for more. There was no more. His smile stayed exactly where it was, and he put the window up and rolled on toward Verrado at four miles an hour.

I went inside and put the wrench down on the bench next to the starter I had been half through since seven, and both of them stayed there for the rest of the day. Anouk watched me do it from the office door and asked nothing at all.

Marisol left for her shift at ten and told me twice to sleep.

Anouk did not leave.

She did not announce it either. She took the spike of invoices off the nail, sat down on the office floor with her back against the desk and her long legs out in front of her, and went through fourteen months of paper. She sorted it into six piles. She found two jobs I had done and never billed, and one I had billed twice.

She did not talk for two hours. She counted things while she worked, under her breath, so quietly that I only caught it when I was in the doorway: the piles, then the paper in each of the piles, and then one other thing that took me a while to work out, which was the number of times I went out to look at the door.

I let her count and did not let on I had heard it.

At noon I went and stood in front of her.

She looked up from the invoices. “Pull me up and kiss me. I have been trying to ask for two hours.”

I took both her wrists and brought her up off the floor in one piece, all of that length arriving at once. Then I put my hand around the back of her neck and kissed her until her hands came off her own sleeves and her shoulders came down out of where she keeps them.

“You’ve been holding that since you came round the corner,” I said. “Let it go, sweetheart. You found two jobs I never billed for. Nobody has ever gone through my paper.”

She put her forehead on my chest and stayed there a while.

Then I moved the rollback around the back and parked it across the cut in the fence, close enough to the posts that a man would have to climb the bed to get through.

Then I slept four hours in the office chair with the side door open and a jack handle on the desk.


Chapter 7: Marisol

I have never shared anything in my life.

Not a bedroom, not a coat, not a sandwich, not once, not since my father stopped coming back and it turned out that the person who knew what the electric bill was going to be that month was me. Nobody voted on that. It just landed on me the way weather lands on you.

Since then: my mother’s dental thing, four hundred and twenty. The deposit on the apartment on Palomar when her building sold, nine hundred, which I got back six months late and eighty short. My sister’s tuition, three years, four hundred a month, every month, and she doesn’t know it’s me and she isn’t going to. That’s not a complaint. I’m good at it. I’m the best in this family at it and I’ve got a spreadsheet in my head that hasn’t been wrong yet.

But I’ve never been given anything, is my point. Everything I’ve got, I fought somebody for or I paid for it, and both of those I know how to do.

And then this man closed my hand around my own bank card.

That’s the part nobody would believe. Not the sex, I’ve had sex, it’s the card. He picked it up off the bench and he put it back in my palm and folded my fingers over it with his hand, which is roughly the size of a dinner plate and has an old white scar laid straight across the middle two knuckles that I didn’t ask about, and he said we’re square, and he meant it, and I’ve spent four days doing arithmetic in my head trying to work out what I owe him and the number keeps coming back nothing.

Nothing isn’t a number. You can’t pay nothing. There is no way to be even with a man who won’t let you be uneven.

Here’s the ugly thing, and I’m only saying it once.

I was angry at Anouk. Not about him touching her. About September. She watched him for a month. A month. She walked past that shop at one in the morning and stood across the street like a weirdo and came home and made tea and said nothing to me, four weeks of nothing, in a two-bedroom apartment with walls made of paper, and I found out about it in a fucking stairwell on the way over to ask him.

And when she finally said why, she said it was because I’d have decided how it went.

Which is completely correct. That’s the worst part. I would have. I’d have picked the night and the shirt and the sentence and I’d have done all of it being nice to her.

So.

Four nights ago I stood in that office with my jeans around my thighs and I watched him take my roommate apart with one hand and his voice, and she went pink from here to here and it took about four seconds and I watched all four of them, and I finally understood what she’d been trying to tell me for a month without saying one word about it.

He talks. That’s the thing. He doesn’t shut up. He tells you what he’s doing and what he thinks of it and what you’re doing right, in that flat voice that never once speeds up for anybody, and when he tells me to be good I would set the city on fire to hear it again.

I’m furious about that. I want that written down too. I’m twenty-four years old and I have negotiated my rent, my hours, my mother’s phone plan and the price of every used part in a four-block radius, and one enormous quiet man says two words to me over a desk and I’d burn the whole block down.

The manager picks up on the fourth ring. I tell her somebody called out and I can cover, and when she asks whether I’m sure I lie and say I need the hours. Four to eleven, plus the walk both ways, call it seven hours I don’t need and a hundred and twelve dollars I do.

Because here’s what I’ve decided, and it’s the most expensive thing I have ever done.

Anouk has never done a specific thing. She told me once, at our own kitchen table, about a year ago, in six words, and then got up and washed a cup, and it has never been mentioned since. She isn’t embarrassed about it. She just won’t say it with me in the room, because she never says anything with me in the room, and I know now that’s my fault and has been my fault for two years.

So I’m getting out of the room. Out of the apartment, out of the building, out of the, look. I am leaving. That’s the plan. That is the entire fucking plan and I have been over it about twenty times since Tuesday.

I’m going to announce the shift twice, because she’s smarter than me and once won’t do it, and I’m going to tell her not to wait up, and then I’m going to walk out of my own front door so the woman I live with can have the thing she wants without me standing there arranging it for her.

I’ve never let anybody have anything first. I could put a list under that sentence and I’m not going to, because the list is nine years long and I’ve looked at it enough this week.

And I’m not telling her it was my idea.

She’s been wearing his shirt since that night in the office, by the way. She thinks I haven’t noticed. It smells like a parts washer and she sleeps in it, and last night she came out of the bathroom in it and did the thing where she pretends she’s cold. She isn’t giving it back. We both know she isn’t giving it back.

It’s a good shirt. I want it on the record that I noticed.


Chapter 8: The Thing She Hadn’t Done

The text came at ten past eight.

Marisol picked up a shift. She told me twice. She told me not to wait up in a voice she has never used in two years. Will you come here.

Then, forty seconds later:

I mean I want you to come here. To the apartment. That’s what I’m asking.

I shut the roll-up, put a note on the door with the cell number on it, and walked the four blocks.

Their building is over a storefront that sells phone cases, with an outside stair up the side and a hallway that smells like other people’s dinners. She opened the door in leggings and a t-shirt with no hoodie over it, and I went up her from the floor, because there was nothing in that hallway to stop me and no reason left to pretend I was doing anything else.

No shoes on. Feet flat on old boards with the toes turned in a little. Then the calves, and then the thighs after them, and leggings do what leggings do. Narrow through the hips, narrow enough that it reads like a joke somebody has played on the rest of her. The waist above that, and the t-shirt tucked into nothing and hanging straight off it. And then the front of that t-shirt, where I stopped until she said my name, longer than a man in somebody else’s hallway has any business staying. Long throat. Grey-green, already up and waiting on me by the time I got there.

Her arms were not folded. That took some doing, and I could see her deciding to leave them where they were.

“She engineered this,” Anouk said. “Badly.”

“You worked it out.”

“In about six seconds. She said the word shift twice and neither one of them was necessary.” She put her hair back behind the ear. “I sat on my bed for eleven minutes and then I texted you.”

“You asked me for exactly what you wanted,” I said. “In words, without anybody helping you. Nobody does that. You did it twice, forty seconds apart, and the second one was better.”

The colour came up out of her collar and went all the way to her hairline, and she turned and walked into the apartment so I would not see it, which I did anyway.

Her room is small and there is almost nothing in it. A bed against the wall, a chair with clothes folded on it, a lamp on the floor because the ceiling light is too much, and a window with the freeway humming three blocks off.

She sat down on the edge of the bed. I stayed standing, which put my head about a foot under her ceiling.

“I’ve never had sex,” she said.

She said it the way you would say the day of the week. No ceremony, no apology, no lead-up, and she was looking straight at me when she said it.

“All right.”

“I want to be clear about the rest of it, because I don’t want you being careful with me about things I’ve already done.” She counted them off on her fingers, and her voice did the flat thing it does on certain vowels when she is tired or upset. “Hands, mine and somebody else’s. My mouth. There was a manager at a place I worked when I was nineteen who never touched me and made that everybody’s problem for a year. There was a boyfriend at twenty. He liked my chest a great deal and he got bored waiting for the rest, and he told me so on his way out the door.”

“How long ago.”

“Three years.”

“And you want this tonight, from me, in this room.”

“Yes.”

“Say it once more.”

“I want you to do it tonight, in here, with the lamp on.” Her chin came up half an inch, which is as far as hers goes. “And I want you to talk the whole time.”

I sat down on the chair with her folded clothes on it and took my boots off.

“Then here’s how it goes,” I said. “We’ve got all night, there’s nowhere either of us has to be, and there is no version of this where anybody is in a hurry. If you want to stop, you say stop, and it stops, and I’ll still be sitting here after.”

“I know.”

“Say it anyway.”

“I’ll say stop.”

Then I got the rag out and went over my hands with it, knuckle by knuckle, standing in a bedroom, where there was no reason on earth to do it.

“You do that every time,” she said. “Before you touch anything that isn’t a car. I have watched you do it three times now.”

“Habit.”

“It is not habit,” she said. “It’s the only warning you give anybody.”

I took her clothes off one piece at a time and I stopped between all of them.

The t-shirt first, up over her head, her arms going up long and pale and the whole length of her showing when she stretched. Then nothing on top but a bra she does not bother with at home and had put on for me, and I said so, and she said it was the only good one, and that is the last complete sentence she got out for a while.

I got it off her and then I sat back on my heels and looked at her with both hands still on my own knees until the freeway went quiet between passes.

“You’re doing the thing again,” she said.

“I’m looking.”

“You could look faster.”

“No.”

Her breasts are heavy and low and they sit apart from each other under their own weight, and pale enough that there is blue under the skin at the top of the left one, and there is nothing above them or below them that would let a man guess.

“You’re narrow everywhere and then you’re not,” I said, “and the not is enough to stop a sentence in a man’s mouth. That’s going to happen to me tonight, and I want you to notice when it does.”

“I notice everything.”

“Your nipples came up hard before I had a second hand on you. Pale pink, wide, and I could see them through that shirt from your own doorway before I was in the room.” I got a hand underneath one and let the whole weight of it sit there in my palm and did nothing else with it. “You told me in a cold bay that you wouldn’t believe it happened unless somebody said it. So I’m saying it, and I’m going to keep saying it, and you’re going to lie there and take that too.”

Her hands came up to cover her face. I left them there and stopped talking, and let her work out why.

“Down,” I said, when she had. “I want to see you. That was the arrangement.”

She put them down herself, one and then the other, flat on the bed either side of her hips, and made herself leave them.

Leggings next, down the long legs, over the walker’s calves, off the feet. Then everything else off her. Then I stood up and took my own shirt off and my pants and she looked at me the way you look at a piece of equipment you are about to be responsible for, and swallowed, and kept whatever she had to say about it.

“Come here,” she said. “Sit on the bed.”

I sat.

She came down onto the floor between my knees, gathered herself up in both hands, put my cock between them and held them together around it, and she looked up at me with her chin already wet.

“I know exactly what my tits do to men,” she said. “I’ve known for years. I’ve done this before, so don’t be surprised, and don’t be gentle about it.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Nobody has ever thanked me for it,” she said. “That’s the part I’ve never had.”

Then she moved, slow, and looked up the whole time.

I lasted about forty seconds before the sentence I was in the middle of stopped happening.

“You’ve got my cock between your tits on your own bedroom floor and you’re looking up at me the whole time you do it,” I said, when I had the breath for it, “and that is what just took a sentence off me. I’ve been thinking about this since the ramp, with your arms crossed over them in the rain.”

Her mouth came down at the top of the stroke and stayed there a second.

“Don’t change anything. That. Exactly right.”

She did it again the same way.

Then she let go of herself with one hand, took me into her mouth instead, and stayed down there. Unhurried about all of it, the way she is unhurried about everything except the parts of her own life she thinks nobody is watching. Her hair came forward and she put it back behind the ear without coming off me to do it.

“That,” I said. “Take as long as you want over it. There’s nowhere for either of us to be and I’m telling you so out loud while you do it, because I want you to hear it happening.”

She made a sound around me and did not stop.

“You’re good at that. Somebody should have said so to your face years ago and nobody did, and I’m not going to be another one who didn’t.”

She came off me with her chin wet and her mouth still open, and looked up, and did not say anything about any of it. Then she gathered herself up in both hands again and put me back where she had had me.

“Thank you,” I said.

She stopped. “Say that again.”

“Thank you.”

She was the one falling apart. Her thighs were together and moving, and she had gone the colour of somebody standing too near a fire, from the sternum up.

I stopped her with a hand on her jaw.

“Not like that,” I said. “Not tonight.”

Then I put her on her back and went down the bed and opened her up with both thumbs and got my tongue on her clit, and stayed there.

“This is the best part of my week,” I said, into her. “I’m not going to be rushed through it and you’re not going to talk me into it.”

She tried to speed me up twice. She got a hand in my hair and pulled. I took her wrist off and put it back on the sheet, and told her she could hold the sheet.

She came like that with both hands over her face and her heels going flat and hard against my back, silent until I said her name, and then a sound came out of her that was not silent at all.

“You’re missing it,” I said, up the length of her, while it was still going on. “I can see you and you can’t. That’s the wrong way round.”

Her hands came off her own face on the second telling. She looked at me the whole way down from it with her eyes streaming at the corners.

“Okay,” she said, to the ceiling. “Okay.”

I put a pillow under her hips.

“Look at me.”

She looked.

It took time. I went in about an inch and stopped, and she made a noise low in her throat and got both hands around my forearms and held on.

“Tell me.”

“Keep going.”

“Say the whole sentence.”

“Keep going, I want it, don’t stop.” Her voice had dropped and flattened out. “Talk to me.”

So I talked.

“You’re taking it. All of it, every inch of it, and there’s no faster way to do this and nobody in this room wants one.” I held still where I was. “Tell me what that is.”

“Full.” Her jaw was tight. “It’s a lot. Don’t stop talking.”

“You’re doing it right. You haven’t done one thing wrong since I came through that door and you’re not going to.” I got a hand in under her shoulder blade. “I’m going to stop again in a minute and ask you again, and you can be annoyed about that.”

“I’m annoyed about it.”

I stopped halfway anyway and asked her, and she said yes with her jaw still tight and her eyes on mine, and I gave her another minute before I moved.

When I was all the way in she went completely still with her eyes open and locked on mine and did not blink. Then her hips came up on their own and her whole body let go at once, loose and pliant, and she stayed that way, quiet, watching my face, listening.

“There it is,” I said. “Good girl. You don’t have to say anything at all. You just have to keep looking at me.”

She kept looking at me.

“Daddy,” she said.

Deliberately, this time. Watching me say nothing back. Her mouth moved at one corner.

I did not say it back. I put my hand flat on her sternum between them and told her what she was doing right, and I did not stop telling her.

“That’s it. Good girl. Don’t move, let me do the work.”

She came again around me with her back arched off the pillow and her heels crossed behind my legs and her nails in my forearms.

Then I pulled out.

It cost me more than it sounds like. I did it late and it was close, and I came on her tits with my hand around my cock and her chin down watching it land, and there was a great deal of it and neither of us was quiet.

“Why,” she said afterwards. Not upset. Wanting the sentence.

“Because you’re not on anything, none of the three of us has said that out loud yet, and nothing happens between us that nobody’s named.”

She stayed on her back with her hair stuck across her neck and her eyes up on the ceiling, quiet for a long time.

“I counted,” she said.

“Counted what.”

“The treads on that iron stair outside your side lot. Twenty-two, and the turn is at fourteen. The cups in your office. Four, and three of them match each other and none of them match the one you drink out of. The morning of the fire you went to that door and looked out of it nineteen times before noon.” She tucked her hair back, flat on her back, at nothing. “I count things when I’m trying not to want something. I’ve done it as long as I can remember and I don’t know how to stop.”

“How many tonight?”

“None,” she said.

I got up and got a towel from her bathroom and warm water in the sink and I cleaned her off, chest and stomach and between her legs, slowly, and I did not let her do any of it. Then water in a glass, and the lamp turned to face the wall, and her hair off her neck and pushed back off her face, and I lay down on that too-small bed with her along my side and said nothing at all for twenty minutes, and did not leave.

At half past twelve we ended up on their couch with the television off, because her bed is not built for me.

Marisol came home at one. She stopped in the doorway with her keys in her hand and took in the two of us: Anouk asleep against my chest in the shirt I put round her in my office and never got back, her legs across the arm, and me sitting there with one boot on and one off.

“Nobody tell me anything,” she said, and went to bed.


Chapter 9: Both of You

“I arranged it,” Marisol said.

She was four feet inside the roll-up door with her jacket still on and the rain still coming off it, and she had got there ahead of anybody else saying anything at all.

That was aimed at Anouk. I was furniture. She had clearly been holding it since one in the morning and she was going to put it down whether anybody wanted it or not.

“The shift. The whole thing. I picked it up on purpose, I told you twice on purpose, and I left on purpose, and I’m not going to stand here for the next month pretending I don’t know what happened in our apartment.” Her chin was up. “So there it is.”

Anouk looked at her for a long moment.

“Thank you,” she said. “I mean that. It was the nicest thing anybody’s done for me in about six years.”

Marisol turned and walked six feet away and started reading a parts catalogue from 2011 that was lying on the bench.

“Okay,” she said, to the catalogue.

“Mari.”

“I said okay.”

I let that sit. She got about thirty seconds of the catalogue before she put it down and came back and stood in front of me: wet sneakers set apart on my concrete, thighs printing through the denim, the hips settling as the weight went onto one of them, arms folded and her jaw set. I already knew from the set of it that this was going to be an ask.

“Here’s what I want,” she said. “And it’s not about her and it’s not about you being fair to anybody, so don’t do the thing where you check.”

“I’m going to check anyway.”

“I want to be in the room.”

She said it fast. Then she said the rest of it slower, and she was looking at the floor by the end.

“I have never shared anything in my life. You could go through the whole nine years of it and you would not find me one thing. And I have never shared a man with another woman, ever, with anybody. Not properly. Not the way we did it in your office, where I got to pretend it was two separate things happening in one room. And I want that said out loud in this bay by me so that nobody in here has to guess at it later.” Her voice went down a step. “And I found out on Thursday that I’ve been sitting on that for nine years like it was a personality, so I want to do it on purpose instead of finding out about it by accident. Tonight. Both of us. Me in the room with her and her in the room with me and you not picking.”

“Say the last part again.”

“You. Not picking.” Her voice dropped. “Both of us, at the same time, in the same room.”

“All right.” I looked past her. “Anouk.”

Anouk was by the parts washer with her hands in her jacket pockets.

“She just asked for something with your name in it,” I said. “That’s her ask, not yours. What do you want?”

“You could just assume.”

“No.”

“I know.” She came away from the wall and stood where the light was. “I want to be there. I want her there. And I want the work light on, the blue one, not the ceiling, because I want to be looked at while it happens and I want both of you to be doing it.”

“Shorter. Give me the part that matters.”

“Leave the light on,” she said. “I want to be seen.”

I went and put the roll-up down and dropped the lift flat.

There are moving blankets in the wrecker, six of them, and I laid them out double over the concrete between the lift arms and hooked the work light on the chain overhead and angled it down at where I wanted people. Cyan, hard and blue-white, on everything. The rain came across the door in waves and the compressor kicked in and out. It smelled like cold gear oil and solvent and the inside of my whole life.

“Sit there,” I told Anouk, and pointed at the head of the blankets. “Cross-legged, facing in. I want you looking at her and I want her looking at you, and I want you talking, because you’re the only one in this building who knows what’s coming.”

“That’s a horrible fucking way to put it,” Marisol said.

“You. Here. Jacket off, everything off, on your hands and knees facing her.”

“Bossy.”

“You asked me for a room,” I said. “This is what a room looks like.”

She got undressed standing up, arguing about the concrete, about how moving blankets are a war crime, about whether I had ever heard of a bed. The jeans came down her thighs and stuck there the way they do, and this time nobody had to tell her anything. She stopped with them there, on purpose, and looked back over her shoulder to make sure I had watched it happen, and then went straight back to the subject of the bed.

Then she was on her hands and knees on the blankets. Not much of her, lengthwise, and every inch of it in the light, black curls hanging down either side of her face and her back already dipping.

Anouk sat down three feet in front of her and took her own hoodie off over her head and folded it, because she folds things.

Marisol was low and wide and heavy through the hips, curls hanging down into the light, hands flat on the blanket and the fingers already digging in. Anouk sat three feet from her, long and pale and narrow, straight-backed and still, gold hair flat at the collarbone and the whole weight of her chest resting on her own folded arms.

“Marisol,” I said, and put both hands on her ass. “Same as the desk. I’m going to take my time with this and you’re going to talk to me while I do.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“You’ve got four.”

I worked her over slowly. Hands first, both of them.

“Thirteen years I’ve closed this building on my own,” I said. “Tonight there’s a woman on her hands and knees in the middle of my bay floor with her ass up in a work light. Sit with that a second, because I’m going to be sitting with it at four in the afternoon for the rest of my life.”

“Nobody needs this much commentary.”

“The desk didn’t give me this. From directly behind you it’s a different animal.” I got a thumb into the crease where her thigh meets it and held it there. “There’s colour coming up where my hands have been and I haven’t done anything to you yet.”

“Your hands are cold.”

“They’re not.”

“You’re doing this on purpose.”

“Yes.”

She got a couple of minutes into complaining before her voice changed and her elbows started to go.

“Are you going to stay back there all night narrating it, or are you…”

“Tell me what you want.”

“Put your mouth on me. Same as the desk. And don’t be quick about it, and I hate having to say it out loud every single goddamn time.”

“You don’t hate it.”

“I don’t hate it,” she said, into the blanket.

So I got down behind her and did it.

There is no polite way to describe what a woman built like that looks like from six inches behind, and I did not try to be polite about it, and I said all of it with my mouth already on her pussy. Both hands holding her open. Concrete coming up through six moving blankets into my knees. The work light throwing my own shadow up the whole length of her back and over the top of her curls, and the shop smelling of gear oil and rubber and her.

“He does that for longer than you think he’s going to,” Anouk said, from three feet in front of her. “He did it to me on a bed for twenty-two minutes. I lost an argument with a bedsheet.”

“You are not helping.”

“I’m not trying to help.”

Marisol put a hand out flat and got nothing to hold on to. Her forehead went down onto her own forearm and stayed there, and she came like that, before anything else had been done to her at all, thighs shaking either side of my head, loud enough to come back off the roll-up door, with Anouk sitting cross-legged in front of her watching every second of it.

She breathed at the concrete for half a minute.

“Okay,” she said. “Hit me.”

“Louder.”

“Hit me and don’t be careful about it, and pull my hair, and stop asking me every…”

I did it. Open palm, once, and she went down onto her elbows and said something in Spanish that I chose not to have understood.

“He talks the whole way through,” Anouk said. “That’s the part nobody warns you about. You’ll be fine right up until he tells you what you look like.”

“You are unbelievably calm right now.”

“I’m not calm at all,” Anouk said. “You can’t see my hands.”

I put a rubber on and went into Marisol from behind with one hand in the middle of her back and the other in her hair, and she was very wet and very loud and inside ten seconds she had stopped using verbs.

She came again like that, with her face turned sideways on the blanket and her eyes open on Anouk the whole way through it, saying my name and then saying nothing at all, and afterwards she lay flat on her stomach with her arms out and did not speak for a full minute.

Then I went and got Anouk.

“Lie down. Head there.” I moved her so her head was up near Marisol’s shoulder and about a foot from it, and neither of them touched the other, and neither of them made any move to. “Marisol, up on your elbow. You wanted the room. Watch.”

The register changes with Anouk and there is no hiding it. Everything got slower. I took the rest of her clothes off her a piece at a time under that light with two people looking at her, and she lay there and let it happen, and the colour started at her sternum and went up. Under a blue work light it does not read as colour at all. It reads as something under the skin turning over.

I put my mouth on her tits and stayed there a long time. Everything wet on her came up brighter than everything dry.

“Your hands are doing nothing,” I said. “Flat, down at your sides, on purpose. Holding still while two people look at you is the hardest thing you do, and you’re doing it, and you’re getting it exactly right.”

Her hands stayed exactly where they were.

“Marisol’s a foot away and she’s gone quiet. She hasn’t gone quiet in two nights. That’s you doing that.”

I felt what saying it did to her, the whole length of her, all at once.

“Good girl. Keep them right there.”

Then I got a hand between her legs and two fingers into her pussy.

“That was fast,” I said. “I can feel it on my wrist.”

“God,” Marisol said, close enough to be talking into her hair. “This is what it looks like.”

“Say what you think,” I said. “Out loud. You wanted to know.”

“I thought I’d hate it.” Her voice had gone flat and low and honest. “I thought I’d be counting the seconds and doing math on it. And I’m not doing any math, I’m just, look at her.”

“Say it to her, not to me.”

“You look like something,” Marisol told her.

Anouk laughed, loud and completely at odds with the rest of her, and then I moved and she stopped laughing.

I changed rubbers and went into her slowly with a pillow of folded blanket under her hips and her knees over my forearms, and it took as long as it takes, and I did not stop talking through any of it.

“There’s a woman at your shoulder who has lived with you two years and has never once seen you,” I said. “She’s seeing you now, and you’re the one who let her. I want that in this bay, out of my mouth, so you can’t go home and decide it was something else.”

Her hands started up toward her own face.

“No. Down. Look at her, sweetheart.”

She looked at her.

“That’s it. That’s all of it. You don’t have to do one other thing tonight.”

She came with her eyes going off Marisol and back onto mine and staying there, silent for four seconds and then not silent, shaking from the knees up, and her hands stayed down flat on the blanket where she had put them herself when I told her, and never once came up.

Then she laughed at herself, wet and much too loud for a shop with the door down, and Marisol watched that happen from where she was lying and said nothing at all.

Marisol got up on her knees.

“My turn,” she said. “And I want to see you this time.”

I rolled a new one on and put her on her back on the blankets with her heels up on my shoulders, and that was when she started arguing again, about the concrete, about how the blanket had rucked up under her, about my knees, about the fact that I was going slow.

“Any time this year, daddy.”

She said it as a taunt. She meant it as a taunt, aimed straight at me with her eyes locked open on mine. And it came apart in the middle of the word; the second half of it came out of her lower and slower than the first half and I watched her hear it happen. Her whole face changed. Her hands came off my forearms and went flat on the blanket.

I did not say anything about it. I told her she was doing well and kept going.

“Don’t pull out,” she said.

I stopped moving.

“Say that again.”

“Don’t pull out, don’t, I want you to stay in me.” She was pulling at me with her heels. “I want you to finish in me. I want you to put a baby in me. I want it, I’ve never said that out loud in my life, don’t make me be clever about it right now.”

The rain went over the door and the compressor cut out and the shop was very quiet.

“You mean it,” I said.

“I mean it.”

“Anouk.” I turned my head. She was up on one elbow beside us with her hair stuck to her neck. “She just said what she said in front of you, in my shop, and it lands on you too. Are you all right with that in this room?”

“Yes.”

“In your own words.”

“I want to be here when he does it,” Anouk said. “In this bay, on this floor, a foot away from her, with the light on. That’s a yes. That’s the whole of it.”

Marisol turned her head and took her time looking at her.

“There is a wheel nut under my shoulder blade,” she said, “and I want that on the record before anybody does anything else in this building.”

“Here’s what happens,” I said, to Marisol, and I put my hand flat on her stomach. “Not tonight. Tonight I’ve got a rubber on and I am going to finish inside you anyway, and you’re going to feel me do it. And then some day this week, in daylight, when you are not two minutes from coming, you’re going to say that whole sentence to my face again. And if you say it, I will empty myself into you every night until it takes.”

She looked at me for three seconds.

“Okay,” she said. Very small, for her.

“Say the sentence back to me. What I just said.”

“You’ll do it when I ask you in the daylight.” Her voice went. “And you’ll keep doing it until it takes.”

“Yes.”

Anouk moved without being asked.

“Can I put my hands on you,” she said. “While you do it. That’s what I want, that’s my thing, I want to be touching you when it happens.”

“Come here.”

She came around behind me on her knees and put both palms flat on my back and her mouth against my ear, and that is where she stayed. I could feel her chest against my shoulder blade and her breath going in and out on the side of my neck, and she talked, quietly, right into my ear the whole way through, and none of it was for anybody but me.

Marisol came again with me over her and Anouk over my shoulder, her heels locked at the small of my back, one hand around my wrist and her eyes going between my face and Anouk’s, and I stayed all the way in her while it happened and told her exactly what I was doing and what I wished I was doing instead. I finished four strokes later, hard enough that I had to put a hand down on the blanket, and I stayed where I was until she let go of my wrist.

Nobody moved for a while. The work light was still on because Anouk asked for it and I was not going to be the one who turned it off.

“I’ve never let anybody have something first,” Marisol said, into the dark above the work light.

Nobody answered her.

“Not the apartment, not the money, not the tuition, not the last of anything. Nine years. Everybody else eats and then I eat, and I’ve told myself the whole time that it’s because I’m the one who can carry it.” She had her forearm over her eyes. “And on Thursday I gave you a whole night of him and it nearly killed me, and it’s the only thing I’ve done in nine years that I’d do again.”

She said it to Anouk. Not to me.

“I know,” Anouk said.

“Don’t say anything else.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

We did not go anywhere. Three people asleep on moving blankets on a concrete floor in a shop with the door down and the rain coming over it, and my back did not forgive me for a week.

Somewhere before that, half under, I said the thing about the apartment upstairs, that there are two rooms up there and a bathroom and twenty years of stored parts stacked to the ceiling. Most of it went in before my father ever slept up there, back when the front room was the shop’s parts store and nothing else. The rest has been going in since he left.

Neither of them said anything.

And all three of us noticed that nobody said anything.

I woke up at four out of habit, with Marisol’s curls in my mouth and Anouk’s arm across my ribs, and I lay there on the floor of my own shop and did not get up.


Chapter 10: What I Intend

The fryer at La Zarzamora has not been cold since I was in my twenties. You can hear it from the middle of Ardmore through the rain, along with whatever is on the radio behind the pass, and at three in the morning it is the only noise on this block that is not mine.

A day had gone through in between. Marisol worked a shift she should not have worked, I hosed the pad down and put four cars across the bay, and Anouk came in at seven with food and did not go home.

Four tables, a pass with a heat lamp over it, a window steamed to the top corners. That window and mine are the only two lit in twelve blocks.

We took the corner booth. Marisol got in first and sat half turned with one knee up on the vinyl and her weight on the hip nearest me, which is how she sits everywhere, and her jeans were doing the thing her jeans do to a bench seat. Five foot three of her, warm brown and loud, paying rent on a whole side of a booth built for two. Curls twisted up and held back off her face with a plastic fork off the tray. Hoops in. She was already three sentences into an argument about parking that nobody had started with her.

Anouk had to be got into the other side on the diagonal, because there is nowhere in that booth to put legs that long. Knees turned out past the table leg. Elbows in against her own ribs. Hoodie, sleeves down over her hands, and both forearms up high over the one part of her that will not fold at all. She was counting the tiles over the pass, left to right.

Three feet of Formica in between, and neither end of it had a thing to do with the other.

I put my arm along the vinyl behind Marisol and she leaned back into it without noticing that she had.

Fabiola came round the end of the pass with two plates nobody had ordered, her twists wrapped up off her neck and damp at the hairline the way a kitchen leaves you, and she set them down and went back for the third. She has been feeding this block for six years and she does not ask what anybody wants, and she has never been wrong yet.

She stopped with the coffee pot and looked at Marisol properly.

“You’re Blanca’s girl.”

“Everybody on this street calls me that.”

“She sat in that booth on Thursdays for about a year,” Fabiola said. “After. She paid for her coffee out of a jar with change in it, and she never let me put it on the house. I asked her twice and then I stopped asking, because she was going to say no the third time too.”

Marisol did not say anything for ten seconds. She turned her cup a quarter of a turn on the Formica and then turned it back.

Fabiola filled my cup. “Eat, Iker,” she said, and went back to the fryer.

“That’s where you get it,” Anouk said.

“Shut up.”

“I’m eating.”

I ate about half of what was in front of me and then I put the fork down, because I was not going to do two things at once.

“I’m going to say what I intend,” I said. “Then you can both go back to your food.”

Marisol’s hand stopped on the way to her mouth.

“I intend to keep you. Both of you, and not as an arrangement I’m being polite about until somebody gets bored. I’m going to empty the apartment over the shop and I want the two of you living in it. And if it’s what you want, I’m going to put babies in both of you. I’m saying that in a booth at three in the morning with the lights on so nobody has to work out later what I meant.”

The fryer went on doing what a fryer does. Somebody’s radio was on behind the pass.

“Okay,” Marisol said. “So. Rent. If we’re upstairs there’s rent, and there’s power, and we split it three ways, or two ways if you’re going to be difficult about…”

She heard herself.

She shut her eyes and put her hands flat on the table and started again, and her voice came down out of the fast register into the other one.

“Yes,” she said. “I want that. All of it, the apartment and the rest of it, and I’m not going to make it a deal. Yes.”

“Anouk.”

She took her time. She always takes her time, and I have stopped filling it.

“I have lived in three apartments in this city,” she said. “I have never unpacked the last box in any of them. I want to unpack it in your building.”

That was the better sentence and everybody at that table knew it.

“I’ll say the other thing now,” Marisol said. “The daylight thing. I’ll say it right here.”

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ve had two hours of sleep since Thursday, you’re four inches from me and there’s a plate in front of you,” I said. “I told you daylight and I meant daylight. You say it to my face when you can see my face.”

“‘I’ve got nothing to hurry for.’” Her fork stayed up between the plate and her mouth. “That’s twice. You have got to stop saying that to people.”

She went a colour that had nothing to do with the heat lamp and stabbed something on her plate with the fork.

“Why has that apartment been full of parts for twenty years?” she said, at the plate. “You’ve got a whole floor over your head and you sleep in an office chair.”

I had known that one was coming since the shop.

“My father’s hands went at fifty-two,” I said. “Not all at once. Over about four years, until he couldn’t close a grip on a breaker bar, and then until he couldn’t close one on a cup. He lived over the shop two years and then he went to my aunt’s, and after that there was nobody up there and I put parts in the rest of it instead. I’ve had eleven years of my own to fill that room. I’ve been careful not to, because a room you fill is a room you can end up sitting in by yourself.”

Then I ate, because I had said it and there was nothing else in it.

The heat lamp over the pass buzzed and cut out and came back on. Marisol’s knee was against my leg and she left it there.

“I’ve had two jobs since I was nineteen,” she said, eventually. “Six to two and then four to eleven, four days, and Saturdays at the other one. Three years of my sister’s tuition, four hundred a month, and she thinks it’s a grant.” She turned her cup around on the table. “And I have never once said out loud that I hate it. I hate it. I’ve hated it since I was twenty-one.”

I let it sit there on the table where she had put it.

“Don’t,” she said, fast, both hands flat on the Formica. “Don’t do the thing. Don’t say a number, don’t say you’ll cover anything, don’t say you know a guy. I will walk out of this taqueria.”

“I heard you,” I said, and drank my coffee.

She watched me not offer until the heat lamp cut out again. Her fingers uncurled from the cup and her knee stayed against mine.

Anouk’s phone went at ten past three.

She looked at it, said “my mother, she’s three states away and she does not believe in time zones,” and got out of the booth and took it standing in the doorway with the rain coming down two feet in front of her.

And she turned into somebody else. Fast, loud, overlapping, the Dutch coming out of her in a stream with her free hand going, laughing at something twice, every careful pause gone and about three times the volume. Marisol did not react. Marisol has heard it for two years. I had not, and I sat there with a fork in my hand and did not manage to eat anything for a minute.

She came back and sat down and folded her arms and was quiet again, like a door closing.

“She wants to know if it’s still raining,” she said. “It’s been raining here for two weeks and she asks me every time.”

Then she looked at the table.

“I’ve never had a room that was mine,” she said. “Not a bedroom in somebody’s apartment until the lease runs out. Mine. I’ve never had that, and I want it, and that’s the thing I want that isn’t about anybody in this booth.”

“You don’t have to move in, by the way,” Marisol said.

It came out of her generously and immediately and it was the worst thing she said all night.

“We could keep our place. If you wanted. I could take the room upstairs and you’d still have somewhere that’s, you know. Yours. If it’s a lot. I’m just saying you’ve got an out, that’s all I’m…”

“Stop.”

Anouk’s arms came down.

“You’re doing it right now,” she said. “You’re deciding it for me and being kind while you do it, and if I don’t say anything in the next four seconds it’ll be decided. I want to move in. I want the room at the back. I’m saying it in front of him on purpose so you can’t be generous about it later.”

Marisol looked at me.

“No,” I said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were going to. I’m not the referee, and I’m not going to be, and it’s harder for me tonight than it was on Monday.” I put money on the table that Fabiola was going to refuse. “That’s between the two of you and it’s the two of you it belongs to.”

We walked back up Ardmore in the rain with the block dead and orange and everything running in the gutters, and I took them round the side lot to the outside iron stair and up it, and I put the key in a door I open about twice a year.

Twenty years of parts, stacked to the ceiling in both rooms. Four sets of seats. Two engines on stands. Boxes to the height of my chest with a path through them a foot wide.

It smelled of cardboard and cold gear oil. Anouk put one hand flat on a stack at shoulder height and did not push it. Marisol went four feet down the path, which was as far as the path went, and stopped there with her arms at her sides for the first time all night.

Then she got her phone out and started a list.


Chapter 11: Anouk

The first night I saw him was a Tuesday in September.

I worked until midnight and walked home the long way, up Ardmore, because the short way goes under the freeway and I don’t like it. It was gone one. The shop door was up. He was under a car on a creeper with a light lying on his chest, and I could see his boots and one arm and nothing else of him.

The arm was enough. It came out from under the sill to the rolled sleeve, dark to the elbow and pale above it, the grease worked so far into the creases it is never coming out, and it did not move fast for anything.

I stood across the street for six minutes and looked at a man’s forearm.

I couldn’t have told anybody why. I’m not a person who stands on streets. I went home and made tea and didn’t mention it, and four days later I went the long way again.

The third time he was up at the bench and I saw the grey. Left side only, a patch two fingers across, and the only part of him that looks its age.

Five times, in a month. I never went in. Going in would have meant asking for something, and I have a rule about that, and the rule is older than I am.

I’m afraid of one thing and I’ve never said it to a person.

Men have been looking at me that way for most of my adult life. It’s not a complaint; it’s a fact about my life, like my height.

Nineteen: a manager. He kept both hands to himself for a year and made certain the entire building knew what it was costing him. I counted the shifts down. There were six weeks still on the count when I quit, and I’ve never been sorry about those six weeks. Twenty: a boyfriend, five months, four of them spent on one part of me and then bored, and he said so on his way out, which I’ve decided was at least honest. July, on the 14 bus: a man said something into my ear at a red light and got off two stops later like nothing had happened.

Not one of them ever told me I was doing anything right.

That’s the whole thing. That’s the entire size of it. I’ve been wanted by a lot of men and I have never been described.

He describes me. Out loud, while it is happening, and in detail.

He calls me sweetheart when I’m shaking and good girl when I can’t talk. He doesn’t speed up when I try to make him. I do try. I try every time. Being looked at that long is unbearable for about a minute and then it’s the only thing I want.

I keep the sentences. That’s what I do with them. I have them in order and I go through them at work with my hands in a sink.

On the floor of his shop, with the blue light on and Marisol a foot away, he told me to hold still because he wanted to look. I held still. I’ve never been so far from wanting to hide.

There’s one thing from that first night in his office I haven’t been able to put down.

Before anything happened he put his forearm flat on the desk and went across it, and everything on it went on the floor. Paper. A coil of wire. Two spark plugs and a mug. Two seconds, and he didn’t look at what he was doing for either of them, because he was looking at Marisol.

I’ve thought about those two seconds more times this week than I’ve thought about anything else in my life, and I’ve decided not to be embarrassed about it, and I’m mostly succeeding.

The harder part. I’ve gone round it four times this week and I am not going round it again.

I do not know whether I want him or whether I want to be spoken to like that.

I’ve decided that I don’t care. I’ve also worked out that deciding not to care about a question isn’t the same as answering it, and I know the difference, and I’m living with it anyway. That’s new for me. I don’t usually live with anything.

Last night I said something in a taqueria at three in the morning and it cost more than anything I’ve said in this city.

I said I want to stay. Not that I would go along with staying. Marisol had already started arranging a lovely exit for me, out of kindness, the way she does, because she can’t help it and because she thinks it’s generous, and it is generous, and it’s also the thing that’s kept me quiet for two years. She got three sentences into it. I stopped her out loud, in front of him, on purpose, so that she couldn’t be generous about it again in April.

The arithmetic hasn’t improved since I said it. If Marisol changes her mind in a month I lose him and I lose the only friend I have in this city on the same afternoon. I ran that number on the walk home from his office the first night, four blocks in the rain, with Marisol arguing beside me about something else entirely. I ran it in the booth with both hands round a cup while she was still talking. I’ve run it twice today.

The answer is the same every time.

I said it anyway.

And there’s one more thing. I’m not saying it to either of them yet.

I want a baby. I’m twenty-three years old and I know exactly how that sounds coming out of a woman who has had sex twice in her life, both times in the last three days, both times with the same man. I know what my mother would say and I know what a sensible person would say. I’ve never wanted anything for myself in a straight line before and I find that I want this one, and it’s not because he said it in a booth at three in the morning. I wanted it before that. I’ve wanted it since I watched him put a strap on a ground point at four in the morning for a car that wasn’t his and then refuse to be paid for any of it.

I am not asking yet.

I am going to.

There are forty-one sockets on the wall over his bench and there is a gap where a twelve should be. There are sixty-three invoices on that nail and nine of them have never been paid, and four of those he wrote off himself in pencil, in the corner, where he thought nobody would look.

I am going to buy him a twelve.


Chapter 12: Under the Freeway

Sabino Park steamed under the overpass on Sunday afternoon, the light coming in low and sideways off the wet grass. The rain had been off since noon, which it had not managed once in nine days.

Chuy was on the court with two guys from Palomar and a ball with no grip left on it. Marisol went straight out there in her sneakers with her curls shoved back off her face and her sunglasses holding them there, and took a game far more seriously than any of them.

She is not good. She is short and she has no jump shot and she plays like a woman moving furniture, shoulder in, hip in, all of it below the waist. She scored fifteen points off pure obstruction and argued every one of them. When Chuy blocked her she told him he was going to sweep for a month. She came back to the truck twice for water and both times she said the score out loud first.

Anouk kept score.

She was up on the wheel arch of the rollback with a folded receipt in one hand and my pen in the other, and her arms were not folded, because her hands were full. Giving her something to hold is the only thing that has ever got them down off the front of her without my asking for it.

Then I went over the rest of her from the ground up, because there was nothing else I wanted to look at and no reason to pretend otherwise. Flat shoes gone soft at the toe, crossed at the ankle. Legs out into the low sideways light, a great deal of them, and no hurry anywhere in the way she uses them. Nothing above that wide enough to interrupt any of it, all the way up to the ribs. Then the front of her under a shirt over a tank over whatever else, in October, in daylight, and not one layer of it winning. Long throat. Grey-green, out on the court and staying out there, and I had to stand there a while before I got them at all.

Twenty feet away Marisol was going in three directions at once, all hip and elbow and curls, arguing with one of the Palomar guys about a foot fault. Up on the wheel arch Anouk had moved nothing but her wrist in ten minutes.

She kept the score properly. Both columns, and the fouls in a separate block down the side. Every time Marisol shouted a number, Anouk read the actual number back in a flat voice without looking up. That was funnier than anything either of them said, and neither of them knew it was happening.

I sat on the bumper with a coffee and stayed off the court, because I am thirty-nine and six foot four and I would have ended somebody’s Sunday.

After a while I got up and went and stood at the wheel arch, close enough to read over her arm.

“Fouls have their own column.”

“You can’t add them into the score. They’re a different kind of number.”

“Nobody’s going to check it.”

“I’m going to check it.” She turned the receipt over on her knee. There was a second grid on the back of it, ruled out in pen, and it had nothing to do with basketball. “That’s your October. Ramp calls by the hour. A third of them come in between one and four in the morning and you charge the same for those as you charge at noon.”

I looked at it for a long time.

“You did that today.”

“I did it Wednesday.” She squared the receipt up against her thigh. “I do it in my head anyway. Writing it down is the rude part, so I only did that once.”

“Do it every week.”

“That’s not an answer to anything.”

“It’s the answer you’re getting.” The ball went off the rim behind me and Marisol said something about it that carried. “Anouk. You’ve been in my building nine days. In nine days you’ve found two jobs I never billed, one I billed twice, and a whole hour of the night I have been giving away since I was twenty-six. Nobody has ever looked at that shop hard enough to find one of those, and you’ve got four.”

She kept her eyes out on the court. Her hair went back behind her ear.

“Four,” she said.

“Four.”

She wrote it on the corner of the score sheet, small, in the margin where the fouls stop, and went back to the game.

I sat back down on the bumper. The coffee had gone cold in my hand somewhere in the middle of that. I drank it anyway. I never once looked at my phone, and I did not want to be anywhere else.

Marisol came off the court at half past five with her polo stuck to her and her hands on her hips.

“Drive me somewhere,” she said.

“Where.”

“Just drive me somewhere.”

Anouk folded the score sheet in half, put the pen in her pocket, and got down off the wheel arch.

“Twenty-four to nineteen,” she said. “I’ll walk.”

I took the rollback down the service road and stopped under the freeway where the pillars come down in a row. Engine off. Ramp traffic going over the top of us and the rain starting again on the roof of the cab. The light was going but it had not gone. It came in through the windshield grey and flat and I could see every part of her face.

She sat with her back against the door and her knees up on the bench seat and looked at me.

“I’m saying it,” she said. “Now, in the truck, with the light on and nobody two minutes from anything.”

“Say it, then.”

“I want you to do it without a rubber.” Her chin came up and her voice went flat and slow, all the speed gone out of her. “I have never had sex without one. Not once, not with anybody, not in six years, and I’m not scared of it, I just have never had a reason and I have never wanted one. I want you in me with nothing on, and I want you to finish in me and stay there. And I want you to say what it’s for while you do it, because if you don’t say it I’ll find a way to call it something else by Tuesday.”

The traffic went over. Something in the pillar hummed.

“Say it again,” I said.

“You heard me.”

“I did. Say it again anyway.”

“I want you bare.” Louder. “I want you to come in me and I want it to take.”

“All right.” I got my hand around the front of her throat, no weight in it, thumb up under her jaw and my fingers past her ear, and she went still the way she does. “Then here’s what it’s for, and I’m going to say it in this cab where you can’t leave. It’s for you being pregnant. I’m going to put a baby in you, and I’m going to keep doing it until it happens, and then I’m going to keep doing it after, and you’re going to live over my shop while it does.”

She looked at me for about two seconds.

Then she started arguing, because that is what she does with anything she cannot pay for.

“You don’t actually want me, though.” Fast, at the windshield. “You want the arrangement. You’re a nice guy with an empty apartment and two women turned up in it and you’re doing what a decent man does, which is fine, I’m not, I’m just saying we can be honest about the fact that if it had been anybody else in that car…”

“Take your jeans off.”

That stopped her.

“What?”

“You asked me a question and I’m not going to answer it with a speech, because you wouldn’t believe a speech.” I got the rag out of my back pocket and did my hands with it, one and then the other, in no hurry at all. She watched every second of it. She knew exactly what it meant, because she has been watching me do it for nine days. Then I reached across her and pulled the door lock down. “Take your jeans off and get up here on my lap and I’ll answer it the other way.”

She did it in a truck cab, which meant she did it badly, on one leg, with her elbow in the horn once. The denim rolled itself into a band across the middle of her thighs and quit there. I told her to leave it exactly like that for a second. I have had that in front of me once before, over a desk in my own office, and I have thought about it every day since. She called me something in Spanish. She left it.

Then she got them off and got up over me on the bench seat, wheel at her back, one knee either side of my thighs. There is not room in that cab for a woman built like her and a man built like me. I had counted on that before I turned off the service road.

I got both hands on her ass, all of it, openly, and said the things a bench seat lets a man say that a desk does not.

“You don’t fit in this truck. There is no version of you that fits in this truck, and I’m going to be thinking about that for years.”

She braced her forearms on my shoulders and put her forehead against mine.

“There’s a hollow right here.” I got my thumb into the small of her back where the wheel was printing into it. “It goes light and then dark again every time you move an inch, and I’ve been watching it do that since you got up here.”

Nothing out of her.

“One knee either side of my thighs and you still have to look up to find my face.” I got my hand in her hair and tipped her head back an inch to prove it. “And neither one of us can get away from the other one in here. That’s why I brought the truck and not the car.”

She put her forehead against my collarbone and left it there.

“Hit me.”

“Say it properly.”

“Hit me, hard, and then keep your hand there.” Her voice had dropped an octave and gone rough. “And pull my hair while you do it, and don’t stop talking.”

I did it. Open hand, twice, and the crack of it in a closed cab is a completely different sound to a room. She jolted forward against me and swore into my neck and pushed her ass back into my hand for more. I gave her more. I told her exactly what she looked like doing it. Her skin came up warm and marked under my palm.

“That’s the best ass on this block, it’s mine, and I’m going to keep putting my hand on it.” I held the flat of it there over the print. “You’re doing well.”

That was the one that got her, the way it always is.

Then she went down.

There is no dignified way to do that in a rollback and she did not care. She got herself into the footwell with her knees on my jacket, got my belt open, and took my cock in her mouth like she had a bet on it. She is competitive about this. It is not devotion; it is a race. She watched my face the whole time to see how I was doing. A few minutes in she got a word out around me, muffled and entirely legible.

“Unbelievable.”

“Something wrong?”

She said the next part without taking me out of her mouth either, which cost her most of the consonants and none of the meaning, and then she came off me, furious.

“How the fuck are you not done.”

“I’m thirty-nine,” I said. “I’ve got nothing to hurry for.”

“I hate that line.”

“You’ve quoted it twice.”

She went back down with her eyes on me and made a noise around it that was pure annoyance, and I let her go until my palm came up hard against the roof of my own truck. Then I picked her up under the arms and put her along the bench seat on her back with her head against the door.

“My turn,” I said. “And I’m going to take longer than you did.”

“You are not.”

I did. I got her thighs over my shoulders in a space that does not allow it, my back against the wheel and my neck at an angle I felt for two days. Then my mouth on her pussy, and I did not come up off it. I stayed down until the windows had gone completely. Until she had stopped forming words.

She is loud in a truck.

“Oh, fuck me. Fuck.” At the roof lining, at nobody at all. “Move the wheel. Move the wheel, move your, no.”

The wheel is welded to the truck. Then she told me to move my shoulder, and my shoulder was the only thing holding her leg where she wanted it.

Then she got both hands into my hair and tried to run it herself. Faster, harder, the way she runs a shift and a rent and everybody’s month.

So I let her. I went exactly where she put me and did exactly what she was asking for and nothing at all besides, and it took her twenty seconds to lose the whole thing.

“That’s worse,” she said, at the roof lining. “Why is that worse.”

“Because you’re in a hurry and I’m not, and you were never going to get there that way.” I took both her hands out of my hair, put them up on the seatbelt where it comes off her shoulder, and closed her fingers on it with mine. “Hold that. I’ll do the rest.”

She held the seatbelt.

She came once like that with her heels crossed behind my head and her back off the vinyl in an arch and my name coming out of her in three broken pieces.

Then I got her up and turned her around and put her forearms flat on the dash. Kneeling on the bench seat, facing the windshield, her back dipped and her cheek down on her own arms. Her knees did not have room. Neither did mine. That was the point of the truck.

“Find me in the mirror,” I said.

She found it. In that light there was almost no brown left in her eyes and the ring around them was nearly black, and it stayed on mine and did not move once.

Then I sat back on my heels behind her and did nothing for a while, because from where I was kneeling in that cab there was nothing else to look at and nowhere else to look. Her back went down and her ass came up and it took the whole space between the bench seat and the roof lining.

I put both hands on her, flat, and moved her, and told her what that did to a man from directly behind. The print from earlier was still up, warm and darker than the rest of her, and I put my palm back down on it exactly where it had been and left it sitting there. Then I got a thumb into the crease under one side and held her open like that. And I told her what I could see, out loud, in a truck cab with the windows going, at a volume I would not use in a room with a door on it.

“You had this on the bench seat of this truck at two in the morning on that ramp, soaked through, arguing about a bill,” I said. “Nine days, and I have known where it was every minute of them.”

She stopped saying anything at all and pushed back into my hand for more of it.

I went into her with nothing between us and both of us made a noise.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s what you asked for. Nothing on, nothing in the way, and I’m not going anywhere at the end of it.”

“Say it again.”

“I’m going to fill you up.” My hand went flat on the small of her back where the hollow of it is, and pressed, and the hollow went deep and put her down flat on the dash and her hips came up into me. “You asked me in daylight with your clothes on and I told you what I’d do, and this is me doing it. This load and every load after it, every night, until it takes.”

Ramp traffic came over. The headlights strobed in through the windshield and went across her back in white bars, and I watched every one of them cross her. Rain on the roof. Her breath going up the glass in front of her face.

She came the second time with her whole body locked and her nails dug into the vinyl of the dash pad, and she was still going when I put a hand in her hair and told her I was there.

I came inside her, holding her hips down against me with both hands. It went on long enough that she said something into her own arms on the dash that I did not catch. I did not pull out afterwards for a long time. She stayed where she was. She reached back with one hand and got hold of my forearm and held on to it.

“Don’t clean it up,” she said. “Just leave it. I want your cum in me the whole drive home.”

“All right.”

“I mean it.”

“I heard you the first time, and I’m not arguing, and you can stop pushing at me.”

She laughed into the upholstery, one syllable.

We stayed like that a while with the windows opaque and the freeway going over. She got herself upright eventually and sat with her knees up on the bench seat and her jeans still on the floor and did not put them on.

“I’ll do your books,” she said.

I looked at her.

“No, listen, before you do the thing. Your invoices are a war crime, Anouk found two you never billed and one you billed twice, and I do this in my head all day for two companies that don’t deserve it. Let me do the books.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not offering me books,” I said. “You’re offering me a receipt. You’ve been trying to hand me a receipt since two in the morning on that ramp and I am not taking one.”

She opened her mouth.

“You can do the books if you want to do the books,” I said. “You’re better at it than I’ve ever been and this place would run better with you in it. But it’s not payment, and if you ever call it payment again I’ll take the ledger off you and you can watch me do it wrong out of spite.”

She sat with that for a while, with the rain on the roof and her arms round her knees.

“That’s the meanest thing anybody’s ever done to me,” she said.

Then she laughed. On purpose, at her own line, for the first time since I have known her, and it changed her whole face.

I got my jacket round her shoulders and the heater going. There was a bottle of water in the door that had been there since Thursday. I made her drink half of it. Then I sat there and did nothing for twenty minutes, which is not something a rollback cab is built for, with her legs across my lap and her head against the window.

She was asleep before we got to Ardmore.

I drove home slow.


Chapter 13: The Guardrail

There were three people eating now and nobody had bought anything, so on Monday night the two of them took the hatchback to the store on Palomar for groceries.

Anouk drove. Marisol was on the phone with her sister.

My phone went at 9:40 and it was a call off the ramp, not either of them. A wreck on the Loop, one vehicle into the rail, no injuries reported, which they always say. I wrote it on the back of a work order the way I have written ten thousand of them, and put my jacket on. I took the rollback out with the light bar off, because there is no hurry on a car that has already stopped.

I came over the crest four blocks west at 9:48 and put the light bar on to shield the shoulder.

Then I saw the bumper.

I have been towing cars off that ramp since I was twenty-six. I know the back of a hatchback with a scuffed grey bumper cover and a plate frame from a dealership that closed in 2014. I knew it from a hundred feet in the rain.

There were four seconds between knowing it and seeing anybody standing up next to it. Four. I am not going to be able to describe them properly to anybody as long as I live.

They were both up. Both out of the car, on the shoulder side, in the wet, in the wash of my light bar.

Anouk had her hand pressed flat over her left eyebrow. Blood was coming through her fingers and down the side of her face and off her jaw into the collar of her hoodie, and there was a great deal of it, because there always is from a head. Marisol was holding her own left wrist against her stomach with her right hand and telling me from forty feet away that she was fine.

Marisol was already moving, sneakers planted apart in the water running off the crown of the road, giving orders to nobody. Anouk stood four inches over her and had not moved once since I came over the crest.

Same rain on both of them.

I got them behind the truck first. Then I looked at what I was looking at.

The hatchback was into the rail at an angle, right front folded back to the strut tower, both right wheels off the ground, the door pillar starred where a head had gone into it. It had gone in hard enough to move twenty feet of guardrail.

“A rollback,” Anouk said. She said it before I asked. Her voice was doing the flat thing on the vowels. “Black, older, with the amber bar on the roof cracked on the left side. He came up the inside of the merge where nobody can be and he stayed there and then he came across. Forty, maybe forty-five. He did not brake, and he did not stop after.”

“You’re sure about the light bar.”

“The right front fender is a different colour to the rest of it,” she said. “Grey primer on the arch. There’s a dent in the bed rail on that side about the size of my hand. And the mirror is aftermarket, because it’s the wrong shape.”

She had held her hand over her own eyebrow through all of that and had not once mentioned it.

“You just handed me the truck,” I said. “Standing on a wet shoulder, bleeding down your own face, and you got to the mirror before you got to the eyebrow. I’ve had grown men describe a vehicle worse than that a week after it hit them.”

She looked at me for a second and then out at the rail instead, and pressed her hand down harder over her eyebrow.

I put my hands either side of her face, thumb under her jaw, and got her hand away and had a look. Two inches through the brow, wide open, bleeding like a tap and nowhere near as bad as it looked. I folded the red rag in four. It is the cleanest thing on me and it always has been. I put it on her brow and told her to press.

“Hold it there and don’t be polite about it.”

“I know.”

Marisol was still standing in the rain telling me the car was probably fine and that it was mostly the fender.

“Give me your arm.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Marisol.”

She gave me her arm eventually, in the middle of a sentence about the groceries. I got two fingers around the wrist. It was already up like a bread roll, and she went white round the mouth when I moved it. She said a word. She did not take her arm back.

Then I did the recovery on my own car, in the rain, with both of them standing behind the truck watching me do it. A car half over a guardrail on that ramp, with traffic coming over the crest at fifty-five, is how people get killed. I was not going to wait for anybody.

Battery first. Terminals off both ends, because the right front was folded into a place a fuel line lives. Then a hand on the rail to feel how much of it was still doing its job, and a look at the post, because the rail was holding the car and the post was not holding the rail.

Then the bed down. The cable out and hooked to the subframe and not to the bumper. A snatch block off the far post to pull it square instead of sideways. The winch in short pulls, with a hand up between every one of them.

Six minutes and it was on the bed and off the shoulder and everybody standing in a place where nothing could hit them.

A patrol car came at 10:20 and took a statement in the rain. A black rollback with a cracked amber bar and a mismatched fender, in this city, at night, from two women who had been in the car it hit. Everybody standing on that shoulder knew what that was worth. It took eight minutes and they left.

I did not tell them what I knew. I have never called anybody about Delmar Purnell and I was not going to start on a wet shoulder at half past ten.

The hospital eight blocks north took twenty minutes, which is fast for that place. A nurse with a platinum bob cut blunt at the chin put four stitches through Anouk’s eyebrow, taped it, told her to keep it dry, and did not look up from the tray or make conversation with any of us.

Marisol would not let anybody near her wrist for forty minutes. She sat in a plastic chair with her arm against her stomach and argued about the wait, about the parking, about the fact that Anouk had bled on the seat of my truck and was apologising for it. Then she went in and let them wrap it, and came out with it wrapped, and dared me to say anything.

In the parking lot the rain had stopped and everything was orange and running.

“It was about you,” Marisol said.

She was not accusing me of anything. She had her wrapped arm across her middle and there was no heat anywhere in it, and nobody on this block has ever bothered to learn that she has a register under the loud one.

“It was about you and the block and the ramp calls, and we were driving your problem around in a car you fixed for free, and we were the message.” She looked up at me. “I don’t care. I want you to know that I worked it out and that I don’t care and that I’m not going to be careful with you about it. What I want to know is what you’re going to do, Iker.”

She has never used my name with her clothes on before. Ten days of arguing with me and she has never once needed it, and it went through me harder than anything else said on that lot.

“I’m going to Verrado tomorrow night,” I said. “To his lot, not his house. On foot. And I’m going to finish it there.”

Anouk stopped with her hand halfway to the tape on her eyebrow.

“Don’t,” she said.

“No.”

“You could not go.”

“I could not go,” I said. “And then he does it again in three weeks, and next time it’s the ramp at fifty instead of forty, or it’s the shop with somebody upstairs in it. He’s been working up to this for two years and he’s had two years of nobody coming. I’m not doing it angry and I’m not doing it in the dark without telling you, which is why I’m telling you now, standing here, before I do it.”

“That’s not better.”

“It’s not meant to be better. It’s meant to be true.”

Marisol did not argue with any part of that, and she argues with everything.

I took them back to the shop because their apartment is four blocks from a man who knows what car they drive. I went up the outside iron stair with both of them behind me and opened the door. Twenty years of parts stacked to the ceiling. A foot-wide path through the middle of it with nothing on the path at all. The three of us stood in that doorway and looked at it, and then we all went back down.

Anouk got the office couch. Marisol got the cot out of the parts room with her wrapped arm on top of the blanket.

I sat in the open bay with the roll-up all the way up and a jack handle across my knees and the rain coming back in at about two, and I watched Ardmore until it got light.


Chapter 14: Verrado

“That goes down the stairs or I’m sitting on it.”

“It’s a bench seat out of a van nobody’s built since the nineties, Mari. It weighs more than you do.”

“Then it goes down the stairs.”

The three of us cleared one corner of the apartment that afternoon, two hours of it, most of it conducted like that and the rest of it in no talking at all. A stack of boxed gaskets, four wheels, and the bench seat, and it bought us about nine feet of floor against the back wall. Then I went and got the mattress out of the parts room. It has been standing on its edge against a shelf since my father left it. I put it on my back and took it up the outside iron stair.

It is the first thing to go up those stairs since my father came down them that was not a part.

Nobody made a speech about it. Marisol carried her end of the bench seat with a wrapped left wrist and was unbearable to anyone who mentioned the wrist. Anouk caught the tape over her eyebrow on the door jamb, twice, and said a word in Dutch both times, and the second time Marisol laughed so hard she had to sit down on a box.

Black curls stuck flat to a wet forehead by the second hour. Pale gold hair going back behind one ear on a loop, all afternoon, every four minutes, and Anouk has no idea she does it.

At the top of the stairs Anouk asked whether the mattress went against the wall or under the window.

“Under the window,” I said. “And the two of you have shifted more up and down this stair today than I’ve ever asked anybody to shift in this building. One good wrist and four stitches between you. I’m saying it once.”

Marisol told the doorframe that it was two hours and a bench seat. Then she told it that I should try any of it with a wrist, and went back down for the rest of the boxes.

Anouk let that go by. She squared the mattress up under the window with her foot and then stood looking at it a second longer than the job needed.

At a quarter to eleven that night I put a clean shirt on and drove two streets short of Verrado and parked and walked, because a rollback on that street announces itself for a block and a half.

The rain had quit and everything was wet and orange. My boots were loud. I took the handle off the floor jack out of the back of the truck and carried it down at my side.

Purnell’s lot is chain-link with green slats half fallen out of it. One sodium floodlight on a pole. Three trucks nose in against the fence, and a trailer at the back with a space heater running and a television going blue behind the blinds.

Lorne was sitting on a tailgate with his phone. Nineteen, thin, and he got about halfway to standing up when he saw the size of what was coming across his lot.

“Go home,” I said.

He looked at the trailer.

“Go home,” I said again, the same volume, and he went. He went out the gate and up Verrado without his jacket and he did not look back. He was the only one on that lot who did the smart thing all night.

The black rollback was third in line.

I stood in front of it for a while. Right front fender grey where the rest of it is black. A dent in the bed rail on that side about the size of a hand. And along the corner of the front bumper, fresh, bright, in two colours, guardrail paint and a long scrape of the exact grey a hatchback door pillar is painted.

I did not photograph it. I did not touch it. I have never in my life wanted somebody else’s property and I did not want that truck; I only wanted to know I had the right lot, and now I did.

The trailer door opened and Delmar Purnell came out onto the step with a tire iron down along his leg.

He had been expecting me since the morning he drove past my pad at four miles an hour. You could see it on him. He came down the step and out onto the wet gravel in his lot polo with his own name on it. Sunglasses on a cord at eleven at night. And he was smiling the way he does, the way a man smiles at a counter.

“There he is,” he said. “You want to talk about calls?”

“No.”

“Because I’ve been saying for two years there’s a way to split that ramp that suits everybody. You never once came down here to talk about it.”

“You cut my fence twice and burned two cars in my lot.”

“That block’s gone rough,” he said, pleasant, and shrugged with the iron still down against his leg. “I told you that. Those two of yours want to drive careful on that ramp. Bad camber up there. People get hurt on it all the time, and a man your age, with two of them living in his shop now, ought to think about what he leaves out where it can get hit.”

Dovey came off the side of the trailer while Purnell was still talking, which is what he was there for.

He is very large. He moves like furniture until he does not.

He swung a length of something at the side of my head. I got my shoulder up into it. It landed on the meat above the collarbone and it hurt and it fell a long way short of what he needed it to do.

Then I put the jack handle across the outside of his left knee. Once. From low, the way you swing at a fence post.

He went down. He stayed down. He made a noise on the gravel and he was out of the rest of it in four seconds.

Then Purnell came in with the tire iron, high, both hands, all of it coming down at the top of my head.

I got inside it, which was right. Then I grabbed for it wrong. My weight going one way. My hand closing on the iron and on his fist at the same time. He hauled it back, and it folded my right hand against the bed rail of his own truck.

I heard it. That is the part I will not lose. There was a sound in my hand like a dry stick going in two places and then everything in the world was slightly further away for about a second.

I took the iron off him. Threw it under the truck. Kept going for another ninety seconds.

It was not a fight. Ugly and short and mostly one man’s weight. I put him against the front wheel of his own truck and finished it there. He got a hand into my face at one point and I felt a nail go across my eyelid.

When he stopped moving I stopped.

I got my breath back with my left hand on the fender.

“Two things,” I said. “The calls off that ramp come to Ardmore. All of them, from tonight, and your spotter comes down off the top of it and doesn’t go back up.”

He said something into the gravel.

“Second thing. If you, or anything with your name on the door, comes within sight of Ardmore again, I’ll come back down here, and I won’t be in a hurry that time either.”

Then I walked out of that lot past three trucks, one of which had put two women I have known eleven days into a guardrail, and I did not touch a single one of them, and I thought about it for a second and a half.

The walk back to my truck took a while.

Driving a manual with a right hand that does not close does not work, and it took the whole way home to admit it. I got it in third and left it in third. Ran two lights on Verrado at ten miles an hour. Steered with my left forearm, shifted with the heel of my right hand, and made a sound doing it that I was glad nobody heard.

I stopped at the light at Palomar and Ardmore, and there was nobody behind me, and I sat there through the whole green.

My hand was curling up on my thigh on its own. The fingers had gone to a shape I did not put them in, and there was a lump coming up across the back of it, and when I told the hand to open, nothing happened at all.

Fifty-two. Four years. A breaker bar and then a cup.

I am thirty-nine years old and I have arranged my entire life so that room would stay empty, and I put a mattress in it that afternoon.

I sat at that light with my hand in my lap and I was more afraid than I had been at any point standing in that lot.

I did not tell anybody.

I came into the bay at ten past midnight with the roll-up already up and both of them in it, because of course neither of them had slept.

Marisol got one look at me and said nothing at all.

Anouk was already at the sink, running the cold water.


Chapter 15: Mine

There was no hospital. There was a first-aid box on the wall of the office with a date on it from before either of them could drive.

Anouk did it. Cold water first, twelve minutes with my arm in the parts sink, and she counted every one of them out loud. Then two aluminium finger stays out of the box and a roll of tape. My index and middle fingers strapped together, the whole hand bound flat against a stay across the back of it.

There are two bones running up the back of a hand behind the first two knuckles a man uses for anything, the second and the third, and both of mine had gone against a bed rail on Verrado. You can find them with a thumb. I found them once and did not do it again.

Before any of that she cleaned the scrape a fingernail had put across my eyelid, with her thumb under my jaw turning my face into the light.

“That’s a scab by Thursday,” she said. “It isn’t worth the word.”

Marisol stood over her with her phone reading out an article a paragraph at a time and correcting Anouk’s work in a tone that had no business being in that room.

“It says immobilise the joint above and below.”

“I am immobilising the joint above and below.”

“It says elevation.”

“Then hold his arm up, Mari, instead of reading me the internet.”

She held my arm up. Both of them were unbearable about it for the better part of half an hour. I sat on a crate in my own bay, thirty-nine years old and no use at all from the right wrist down, and let two women I have known for twelve days handle me. I have not let anybody do that in all the years I have owned this shop.

Then we went up the outside iron stair, all three of us, to nine feet of cleared floor and a mattress.

Marisol went first through the door and turned round in the middle of the room with the bulb swinging on its wire over her. Sneakers leaving prints across unswept board, the calves and the thighs of a woman who carries things for a living, and the hips coming round after the rest of her and settling.

“I want it now,” she said. “Tonight, not tomorrow when you’ve decided to be careful with me. I want you to handle me properly, I want your hand in my hair, I want to be hit and told I’m good while you do it, and I want you to finish in me the way you did in the truck.” Her chin was up and her voice had already dropped. “That’s the whole list. I’m not saying it twice.”

“You’re going to say it twice.”

“Nothing between us, your hand in my hair, and you telling me I’m good the whole time you’re hitting me,” she said, louder, furious, exactly the way she said yes in the bay nine nights ago. “All of it, in a room I’m going to be living in. There.”

“Anouk.”

Anouk had shut the door behind her and was standing with her back against it and her arms not folded.

“There are a hundred and four boxes in this room,” she said. “I counted them twice while you were gone. Then I counted the stairs. Then I ran out of things in the building to count.”

“That’s not a yes.”

“No.” She hooked the hair back off her face with two fingers. “Yes. I want to be in it, not next to it. I want to be told what to do and I want you to tell me I’m doing it right, out loud, the whole time. And I have a question about your hand, which is whether one is going to be enough, because I’ve thought about that for three hours now and I have decided it will be, and I’d like to find out.”

Marisol made a sound.

“She’s been quiet for two days,” she said. “That’s what she’s been doing.”

The room was wrong for it and that is why it worked. A mattress on unfinished board. Boxes to the ceiling on three sides of us, gaskets and manifolds and a stack of hubcaps, and one unshaded bulb hanging off a wire, and a window over the side lot with nothing on it.

I sat down on the mattress with my back against the boxes and laid my right hand along my thigh where nobody could lean on it.

“Both of you undressed. Marisol on your back in the middle, head that way. Anouk up here behind her head, on your knees.”

“Bossy,” Marisol said, getting her jeans off. “This floor is fucking disgusting, by the way. I am bleaching every board in this room the day after we get a mop, and neither of you is going to help me, and I want that understood now.”

“That’s what you asked for.”

She lay down with her curls going everywhere on the mattress and her wrapped wrist held up across her ribs and out of everybody’s way.

Anouk knelt where I put her, pale and long and straight-backed under that bulb, with six years of layers on the floorboards behind her and nothing left in front of her to put an arm across, and she looked down the length of Marisol at me and waited to be told.

“Take her hands. Both. Down flat on the mattress either side of her head, and take the weight on the bad one so she can’t. Don’t grip it, hold above it.”

Anouk moved Marisol’s wrapped wrist for her, carefully, without being asked twice. She pinned both of Marisol’s arms down at the wrists with her own long hands and leaned over, so her hair hung down either side of Marisol’s face.

I sat back on my heels and took a second over that, because nobody in the room was going anywhere and it was mine to look at.

Gold hanging straight down into black. One face broad and warm brown underneath it and one narrow and fair over the top of it, four inches apart, and no part of either woman repeated anywhere on the other. The whole weight of Anouk’s chest hanging forward over a woman who has never once been made to think about her own. Marisol wide across that mattress from one hip to the other, and the arms holding her down with nothing on them anywhere but length. Twelve days, and I still cannot get the two of them into one sentence.

“Good,” I said. “That’s exactly it. Keep her there.”

Then I got down between Marisol’s thighs with my knees on the boards and ate her, and I talked the whole way through it, and there was nothing careful anywhere in it.

She could not use her hands and it took nine seconds for that to land on her.

“There’s too much light in this room,” she told the ceiling. “You did that on purpose as well. I’m remembering all of it.”

Then she stopped being able to finish anything she started. She tried to get an arm loose and Anouk held her. I looked up the length of her body.

“Hold her, Anouk. Don’t give her an inch. You’re the reason she can’t get away and I want you to know that.”

I watched it start on Anouk from where I was, low down at the sternum where nothing shows on anybody else, and come up. Any other night I would have had a hand on it before it got past her collarbone. Tonight I had one hand and it was busy, and there was nothing at all I could do about it except watch it happen to her. She kept hold of Marisol’s wrists and let it.

Marisol came the first time like that, heels flat on the mattress, the hollow of her back gone deep enough to get a hand under, both her hands still pinned by a woman twice as quiet as she is.

Then she lay there breathing with her mouth open and nothing coming out of it, and she could not have found a word if she had wanted one. Anouk let go of her wrists. Marisol left both arms where they had been put.

I moved Anouk down onto the mattress on her back, and Marisol rolled over onto her front and came up on both forearms at the edge of it without being told, which was the first thing either of them did that night that nobody arranged.

Everything in me slows down for this woman. It has since the chair in my office.

She went flat under one unshaded bulb on a mattress on the floor of a room stacked to the ceiling with boxes, and I sat back on my heels with one hand out of commission and looked at her a long time before I did anything at all.

Long is the first word and it has never stopped being the first word. Bare feet. The walker’s calves that come from twenty-three years of not being driven anywhere. Knees. The long pale run of her thighs with nothing between them but light. Narrow through the hips, narrow enough that a man could put both thumbs on the points of them and have his fingers meet underneath, and above that a waist that has never had anything to do with the rest of her. Then her tits. Heavy and low and pale enough to see the blue in them, gone sideways and apart under their own weight now that she was on her back, and both of them moving every single time she breathed, and nothing else about the way she is built gives a man one second of warning. The marks on her shoulders where the straps used to sit. The long throat. Collarbones with the light standing in them. Her face last, and her eyes had been on mine the entire time I was doing it, grey-green and wide open and not going anywhere.

Six years of layers over the top of that. In a hot city. Every day of her life.

“You’re not saying anything,” she said.

“I’m getting to all of it.”

I got my mouth on her and worked across the whole weight of her tits without hurrying any part of it, and I said all of it out loud without coming off her to do it.

“They don’t fit in one hand. I’ve got one hand tonight, and it isn’t enough, and that is the best problem I have had this year.”

She made a sound.

“They go sideways when you’re flat like this. Apart, and out, and they move when you breathe, and I can see you breathe from the other end of a bay.” I put my thumb on the mark on her shoulder. “Six years of straps did that to you and you stopped wearing them at home and then put four layers over the top instead. That’s going to stop. Not tonight. But it’s going to stop.”

“Say the other thing.”

“You’re doing it right. You haven’t moved your hands and I never asked you to keep them there.”

My left hand did all the work. My right lay against her hip in its tape, and she looked at it and then at me.

She has four stitches through the left eyebrow and tape over the top of it. I kept off that side of her face the whole night. Every time, and I did not say a word about doing it. At some point I felt her work it out. Her hand came up and closed round my wrist.

Marisol put her mouth by Anouk’s ear.

“He’s going to stop right when you don’t want him to,” she said. “He does that. It’s a whole personality.”

“I know,” Anouk said. “I told you that first.”

Anouk came with two of my fingers in her pussy and my mouth on her and her free hand over her own face. I moved the hand off with my chin, because I did not have another one available, and she laughed at that. It went round that room off the boxes and got Marisol laughing too. It does that to people.

“Good girl,” I said, against her hip. “That’s you letting me move your hand and not hiding from me afterward.”

Then Marisol came off her forearms at the edge of the mattress.

“Move,” she said. “Both of you. Anouk, up that end. I want a turn at him and I want it before he takes the whole room over again.”

“You’ve got one hand as well,” Anouk said.

“I’ve got a mouth.”

She got herself down between my knees with her wrapped wrist held up against her own collarbone and her good hand round the base of me, and she took my cock in her mouth the way she does everything, which is like there is a clock running on it and somebody keeping the score out loud. Her curls in my good hand. Anouk a foot away on her side, saying nothing, watching every second of it.

I let it go on a great deal longer than she had budgeted for.

“How,” she said, coming off me, furious, with her chin wet and her voice wrecked. “How are you like this.”

“Later,” I said. “And you’ll be worse about it then.”

Then I got hold of Anouk and turned her onto her side on the mattress, facing me, and put her back up against the stack of boxes so she had a wall behind her. Marisol shifted down to the foot end on her good elbow to watch, and stayed there.

“Put one on,” Anouk said, while I was doing it. “I’m not asking you for the other thing yet. I’m going to.”

“I know you are.”

She got the packet open herself and rolled it on me, because I have one hand and because she wanted to do it, and she took a good deal longer over the job than the job takes, and she watched my face the whole way through it.

“Top knee up,” I said. “All the way, and you hold it there yourself, because the only arm I have is going under you.”

She got her own hand in under her own knee and held it. The whole long line of her opened out between the boxes at her back and the mattress, and I got my left forearm in under her ribs and pulled her onto me and went in slow, the way it has to be, and it takes as long as it takes.

Four inches between her face and mine, and nowhere for either of us to look but at the other one.

“Look at me.”

She looked. Grey-green, wide open, holding on mine without a blink, and she went loose and quiet against me the way she does, listening.

I did not stop talking once.

“You’re holding your own leg up because I can’t,” I said. “You had that worked out before I said it. Higher than that.”

She put it exactly where I said it.

“That. First ask, no arguing, and right the first time. You have been doing that all night while I’ve been useless from the wrist down and I want you to hear me say it.”

“Say the other part.”

“You’re mine, and you have been since a doorway in the rain when you said thank you and meant something I still haven’t worked out.” I got the flat of the splint against the point of her hip and moved her onto me with it, because the fingers would do nothing at all. “That’s not a compliment. That’s the arrangement.”

“Daddy,” she said.

She had decided to say it, and she was not taunting anybody with it. She said it the way you answer a question, quietly, on the end of a breath, with her eyes on mine.

She was watching to find out what I would do with it, and she already knew the answer, and I gave it to her anyway. I did not react to the word and I did not repeat it, and I went straight back to talking about her instead. I put my forehead against hers on the good side.

“Sweetheart. Right there. Don’t do anything else.”

“Daddy.” Quieter than the first one, barely out loud at all, with her eyes still open on mine.

Anouk came a minute later, shaking from the knees up, her own hand still holding her own knee where I had put it and the other one spread open on my chest, and her eyes stayed open on mine the whole way through it.

I pulled out, stripped the condom off with my left hand, tied it, and dropped it into the empty packet beside the mattress.

Marisol came up off the mattress with her wrapped arm held out of the way.

“Boxes,” she said. “I want to be over something. Not on my hands, I can’t put weight on the, I want, fuck. Fuck this hand. I hate this.”

Her wrist was up against her chest and her face had gone furious.

“Right forearm on the boxes,” I said. “You don’t use the other one at all. I’ll hold it.”

I got her up and put her where I wanted her: facing the wall of boxes, right forearm flat on a case of gaskets at chest height, feet apart, her back dipped and her ass out. Chest height on her is not chest height on me. There is thirteen inches between the two of us and every one of them was doing something in that corner. Then I took her wrapped left arm and folded it up behind her and held it there in my good hand, wrist above the wrapping, so she was not carrying it and could not use it.

She made a noise I felt in my back teeth.

“Anouk. Behind me and to the side, where she can see you. Hand in her hair, and don’t be gentle with it. Tell her what I’m about to do to her. You know.”

Anouk knelt up beside her and got a fistful of black curls at the root and pulled Marisol’s head back, and put her mouth down by her ear.

“He won’t stop, Mari.”

Four words, flat and low, and Marisol’s whole back changed shape on the boxes.

Then the rollback’s taillights came on down in the side lot.

I had come in one-handed at midnight and left the switch pulled. Red came up through that uncurtained window. It lay across the floorboards and up the length of Anouk’s back and along the outside of Marisol’s thigh, and everything in that room that was wet turned red for as long as it took me to look at it.

I put my hand on Marisol and hit her, open palm, hard, and told her what the mark looked like coming up.

“Again.”

“Say it.”

“Again, harder, and don’t stop talking.” Her voice had gone all the way down. “Come on, daddy, I asked you an hour ago.”

That one was a demand and she meant it as one.

I went into her bare with the print of my hand still on her, her arm folded up behind her back in my grip and her hair in Anouk’s fist. She went up on her toes. She stopped being able to argue about anything at all.

I said what I had been saying since the truck, and this time I said every word of it out loud and at full weight.

“You’re mine. Both of you are mine, and this room is mine, and everything that gets carried up those stairs into it is…”

“Slower,” Marisol said, into the cardboard. “Say it slower. I want all of it.”

“Your furniture’s coming up inside a week. There’s a mattress on this floor tonight and there’s going to be a bed on it, and the two of you are going to be in it every night, and I’m going to…”

“Don’t you stop,” Anouk said, with her fist still in Marisol’s hair.

“I went three blocks east tonight because a man put his hands on what’s mine, and it cost me a hand, and I’d go again tomorrow, and I want that said out loud in this room where you can both…”

Neither of them let me finish a sentence.

“Do it,” Anouk said, by my shoulder. “Come in her. She wants it and I want to watch it happen, and I’m asking you for it.”

I stopped moving.

“She doesn’t get to ask for you,” I said. “Marisol.”

“I’m asking.” She turned her head as far as Anouk’s grip would let her, got one eye on me, and held it there. “Don’t pull out. Come in me. Put a baby in me, daddy, you said until it takes, so make it take.”

I emptied myself into her, holding her hips against me with my forearm, because my hand would not do it.

“That’s it in you,” I said, against the back of her neck. “All of it. My cum stays exactly where it is, and I’ll put more in you before it gets light.”

She came again while I was saying it. Her right hand curled into the cardboard. Her mouth open against the box.

Then neither of us moved. My forearm stayed across her hips and her forehead stayed down on the cardboard, and I watched the print of my own hand come up on her and darken under that bulb.

Anouk let go of her hair and put her palm flat on Marisol’s back instead, between the shoulder blades, and left it there.

Afterwards I tried to do what I always do.

I got up to get water and a towel and got the towel under the tap and then stood at that sink for four or five seconds working out how a man wrings out a towel with one hand.

“Come here,” I said. “Both of you. I can’t do this and I’m not going to stand here pretending.”

Marisol came off the mattress so fast she nearly went over a box.

She took the towel out of my hand without one word about it. She did the whole thing. All of it, the way I have been doing it for two women for twelve days. She would not look at me once while she did it, and her jaw was going the whole time.

We ended up on the mattress with the bulb off, because Anouk had gone down the stair and come back up in my shirt with two bottles of water out of the office.

Anouk fell asleep sitting up against a stack of boxes with her legs out and her head back. It cannot have been comfortable. Neither of us moved her.

Marisol did not sleep. She re-taped my splint at about four because it had come loose. Badly, with her teeth and one hand. Then she lay on her side and pulled my bad hand across and held it flat on her own stomach, low, under her ribs.

She did not say anything about that.


Chapter 16: Twenty Years of Parts

A transmission case coming down twenty-two iron steps on a hand truck makes a noise the whole street can hear. It made it at ten past seven in the morning. Somebody two doors up shouted something out of a window that I did not catch and did not need to.

Two days after Verrado we emptied that apartment. From seven in the morning until the light went and then a while after it. Down an outside iron stair that is twenty-two steps with a turn in it, onto the bed of the rollback, four loads out to the yard on Barranca that buys steel by weight.

The transmission came out of a truck nobody makes any more and it came down one tread at a time with a strap round it and a man on each end. Four sets of seats. Two engines on stands, and the stands had rusted into the floorboards and had to come up with a bar. Nine boxes of gaskets for cars that stopped being on this street before Anouk was born. A door skin. Two windshields, which is the only part of that day I would not do again.

I could use one hand.

That is a thing you find out on a staircase. I could take weight with the right forearm and I could not close the fingers on anything. About the fourth hour I put my left hand on the rail and stopped on step nine of twenty-two, and could not make the arm do what I was telling it to do. I stood there long enough that Anouk came up past me with a box, put two fingers flat on my back on the way by without stopping, and went on up. That was the correct decision and she made it in a second and a half.

It nearly had me twice. Both times I put it down, went outside, stood in the wet, and came back.

A hundred-pound box does two completely different things on that staircase. Marisol takes it low and against the hip and lets the hip do the work, and on her that is most of her. Sneakers set flat and square on every tread, the thighs doing all the lifting, and she goes up sideways one tread at a time swearing at the turn. She was doing all of it right-handed with the wrapped wrist held in tight against her ribs, and twice I told her to put the box down. The first time she told me what I could do with the box.

The second time she stopped on the turn and looked down at me over the top of it.

“Put it down.”

“No.”

“That wrist is wrapped and there’s a hundred pounds of brake shoes sitting on the other side of you.”

“You’ve got a hand that doesn’t close and you’re four steps under me with a windshield,” she said. “So we’re both stupid, and one of us is going to stop talking about it.”

“Which one.”

“Guess.”

She went up the last eight treads sideways and did not put it down.

Anouk takes it high, arms locked round it against the front of her, chin over the top. She goes up straight-backed and silent. A box is the only thing she has ever been able to hold in front of herself that actually covers anything. I watched the pair of them do it forty times that day and got tired of neither.

The tape over Anouk’s eyebrow came unstuck around noon. She went down to the first-aid box, tore a fresh piece off with her teeth, put it on flat in the wing mirror of the rollback, and went back up the stairs. Nobody mentioned the stitches all day. She would have counted the mentions.

The block turned up. Nobody was asked.

Chuy was there at eight and carried more than he should have and would not be told otherwise. At the end of the day I told him he could hold a torch for me next week and watch what a puddle of weld looks like when it goes right. He went home at a dead run to tell somebody.

Reyna brought the panel van and parked it across the mouth of the side lot at an angle that made every load twice as long. She took two runs out to Barranca with the back doors tied shut with a lace. The third run went the other way, four blocks, and came back with everything the two of them owned in it. Marisol called the man who owns the place over the storefront from the middle of my lot and told him they were out at the end of the month, and hung up before he could get as far as the deposit.

Sully sent two men over from the bar for an hour. Both of them enormous, both of them useless with a hand truck. They got the couch up in four minutes flat, which nobody else could have done.

Fabiola came twice with food, at eleven and at four, and put it on the bench and took nothing for it and left. The second time I stood in the doorway and watched her cross back over Ardmore with the empty tray under her arm and a towel still over one shoulder. I know exactly what she is doing, because it is what I do. I have never said so to her and neither has she.

Everything came down the bay past the far end where the roller door has been chained shut since before I was born, past the grey cover with the dust on it.

Nobody touched it. Marisol looked at it once, on her way past with a box of hubcaps against her hip, and did not say a word about it. In fourteen days it is the only opinion she has had and not used.

She quit the second job at about two in the afternoon.

She did it standing on the landing halfway up the stairs with her phone against her ear and her back to everybody, and I was six steps below her with a windshield, so I got all of it.

She was fine for the first twenty seconds. Then her voice went sideways in the middle of a sentence about notice, and she said a name, and then she stopped talking altogether. She stood there breathing with her mouth open. Five years of four-to-elevens, coming up her throat all at once.

She turned round and held the phone out and Anouk took it off her and finished it. Flat, quiet, four words at a time, entirely reasonable, and the whole thing took ninety seconds.

That is Marisol asking for help. She has no other way of doing it and she is not going to learn one.

I paid for nothing. I offered no number, no shift, and not one word about money. That would have made it a transaction. It would have made her a person who had been bought out of a job, and she has spent nine years not being that.

What I did was take the phone off Anouk at the end.

“You’ve had her four days a week for five years and you never once put her on the schedule she asked for,” I said.

Then I gave the phone back to Marisol and went up the stairs with the windshield.

She kept clear of me for the best part of an hour. Then she came and stood next to me in the side lot while I strapped a load, put her forehead against my arm for a second, and went back inside.

At about five she came down the stairs in one of my shirts with the sleeves rolled four times and her hair up off her neck, a box of brake shoes against her hip. She stopped on the bottom step. That put her almost level with me for once.

“Don’t start,” she said.

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You’ve been looking at me on those stairs since eleven o’clock. I’ve counted. Well, Anouk counted.” She shifted the box. “It’s my shirt now, by the way.”

“It was your shirt at seven this morning.” I took the weight of the box off the bottom of it for a second with the good hand and gave it back to her. “You’ve been going up that stair one-handed all day and you haven’t put a single thing down and you haven’t once mentioned that wrist. Nobody in this lot has worked harder than you today. That’s not me being nice to you. That’s the day.”

She looked at the box and not at me.

Then she went up on the step and kissed me with the box between us and went back up with it. I stood at the bottom of my own staircase for a second. Then I got on with the load.

The room at the back is Anouk’s.

It is the small one, ten by nine, with a window over the side lot and the fence and the top of my wrecker. We got the last of it out at six, four boxes of brake shoes and a shelf, and then it was a room with nothing in it and light coming in off the wet.

She stood in the middle of it a long time.

She did not say anything at all. Her arms were down. She was counting, under her breath, and I stood in the doorway with my splint against the frame and worked out somewhere in the middle of it that she was counting the boards in the floor.

She has never had a room. She said that over a plate at three in the morning and I heard it then and I did not understand it until I watched her stand in the middle of nine feet of nothing and count it.

I did not go in. That was hers.

The couch argument ran twenty minutes.

Anouk had measurements. She had taken them the night before on the back of a work order, wall by wall, in pencil, with the door swing marked and the radiator marked and a note about which board in the floor sits proud of the others. She produced it at the exact moment the couch was already in the doorway with Sully’s two men holding an end each.

“It goes on the long wall,” she said. “It’s eighty-one inches. The long wall is a hundred and sixty-eight.”

“It goes under the window.”

“The window wall is seventy-eight.”

“Then it goes under the window at an angle.”

“You cannot angle a couch in a room this size, Mari.”

“You can angle anything.”

One of Sully’s men shifted his grip. The other one looked at me. I had nothing for him.

“Read it again,” Marisol said.

“Seventy-eight.”

“Read the long one.”

“A hundred and sixty-eight. It has been a hundred and sixty-eight both times you’ve asked.”

Marisol went and stood against the long wall herself and paced it out heel to toe in sneakers, twice, and arrived at a number that was not a hundred and sixty-eight, was not seventy-eight, and had no relationship to any measurement taken by anybody at any point in the history of that building.

“That is not how you measure a wall,” Anouk said.

“It’s how I measure a wall.”

“That is not a unit.”

“It’s my apartment.”

“It’s our apartment, and you’re the only one in it who can’t read a tape measure.”

I put my good hand flat on the back of the couch. “It goes on the long wall.”

“Nobody asked you,” Marisol said.

“I know.”

“You’ve had this building thirteen years and you have never once owned a couch.”

“That’s true.”

“So.”

That was the whole of my contribution and it moved nothing. Sully’s men had stood the couch on one end in the doorway by then and were leaning on the jamb like two men waiting for a bus. Anouk read the eighty-one out again, flat, with no expression on it whatsoever, which is the most infuriating thing a person can do inside an argument. Marisol told her that a number is not a personality. Anouk said that a number is at least a fact. Marisol said something in Spanish that I have never asked either of them to translate, and Anouk, who has lived across a kitchen table from that language for two years, said four words back in it that were not grammatical and landed anyway.

Then they angled it. It sticks out into the room by about a foot and a half and it blocks half the path to the kitchen. It is going to stay there for as long as any of us live in that apartment. It went in at six-forty in the evening at the end of a day that had eleven hours of stairs in it, and nobody has ever had the energy to move it since.

Two other things happened that day and neither of them was a conversation.

The hatchback came off the rollback and onto the pad on its own wheels, waiting on a quarter panel and a door skin I have not sourced yet. Marisol walked past it four times and did not ask what it was going to cost.

And the guy from two blocks over whose Civic burned in my lot came by for the plate off it. He left in a Corolla out of my side lot with two years of registration on it and four new tires, and he did not pay me for that either. Anouk found it in the invoices that night. She said nothing about it. She wrote something in the corner in pencil, the way I do, and put the spike back on the nail.

Sully came over at eight with a bag of ice for my hand and the block’s version of the news, which is the only version that has ever mattered on Ardmore.

The lot on Verrado has been dark three nights. Two of the three trucks are gone off it. The ramp calls have been coming to Ardmore since Wednesday, all of them, including two off the Loop at four in the morning.

Nobody filed anything. Nobody is going to. It is just over, and this block will talk about it for a week and then it will talk about something else.

At half past eight I put the last strap on the rollback bed and stood in the side lot in the wet.

The apartment window over my shop had a light on in it, and two people moving around behind it, and one of them was shouting about a couch.

I looked at it for a while. Then I went in and washed my hand.


Chapter 17: The Hardware

The Hardware used to sell hardware. Sully never took the bins off the wall. There are still forty of them behind him with the old labels on the front, and four beer taps come straight out through the fronts of four of them. The one on the left says 3/8 CARRIAGE.

There is a television up in the corner that nobody has ever watched. There is a man who comes in with a bag and sells things out of it. Everybody knows what is in the bag. Nobody buys anything. The primered Buick was outside across two spaces, because it is always outside across two spaces.

I took both of them in on a Saturday at six, on purpose. I am not going to run a household over a shop on Ardmore and pretend I am not. I had a shirt on that somebody else had washed and folded. That has not happened to me since I was twenty-six. I did not mention it and neither did they.

They came in ahead of me and the whole room did what rooms do.

Marisol first. Sneakers, still dark at the toe from the walk. Short legs, heavy through the thigh, in denim that has never once been on her side, the hips going as she came round the end of the bar. Above them the hard turn inward at the waist that is the entire reason the rest of her lands the way it lands. One of my shirts on over it with the tails knotted at the front. Hoops. Her eyes found mine somewhere around the third stool. She did nothing at all with her face about it and went on to the rail, and the ring around them went dark under the taps, and I had to look at the bins on the wall for a second.

Anouk behind her by a stride, four inches taller and half the volume, with one forearm already laid flat across the front of her before she was through the door. She has been putting that arm there for six years. It has stopped being a defence and started being something her body does on its own, and I could see her notice it and decide to leave it where it was.

The rest of her I got in order, because I have never once managed to do it any other way. Wet shoes, worn down at the outside heel from walking everywhere in this city. Then a long way up her before anything about the shape of her changes at all, and nothing on that whole stretch for a man’s eye to catch on anywhere. Then the hoodie, and the hoodie stops meaning anything about six inches above her waist. Long throat. Four stitches taped over the left eyebrow. Grey-green eyes that had already been round every man at that rail and priced all of them before she sat down.

Marisol got both hands on the rail and leaned on it like she had bought the building. Anouk put one hand flat on the bar and kept the other arm where it was. The room went to Marisol first, because everybody goes to Marisol first, and then it worked its way up to Anouk and stayed there longer than it had meant to. Then most of it decided it had better things to look at.

I drank coffee. My hand was at the stage where I could not afford anything that took the edge off.

“Iker,” Sully said, which is his whole greeting and has been for fifteen years, and he put a cup of coffee in front of me without a word about why and did not put a glass anywhere near me.

Marisol had a soda and complained about it. Anouk had a soda and did not.

Fabiola came in at the end of her shift, stood at the end of the bar for about ten minutes with her jacket still on, said four things to Sully and one to Anouk, and did not sit down. She never sits down.

The man at the rail was two stools along and had been building up to it since we walked in.

“So which one is it,” he said, at the room rather than at me, the way they do. “Or is it both? Because a man that age with two of them like that, at his own shop, that’s a hell of a service you’re running out of them bays.”

He laughed at his own thing. Nobody else did.

I did not get off the stool. I put my splinted hand flat on the bar where he could see the tape and the aluminium.

“They live over my shop,” I said. “Say the rest looking at me.”

He did not say the rest of it.

Then the block did what the block does.

“Shut your mouth,” an older man three stools down said, without turning round. “You’ve been going since four.”

He was not defending anybody. He was bored. Sully came over, took the man’s glass off the bar without a word, and put it in the sink. The man sat there for about a minute with nothing in front of him, and then got his jacket and went. The television went on saying nothing to nobody. The room went back to what it had been doing.

Marisol was still and silent all the way through it, which is not her, and she got about a block up Ardmore before it came out.

“I didn’t need that.”

“I know.”

“I have been handling men like that for most of my life, in this district, on this street, and I have never once needed a man to put his hand on a bar for me.”

“I know,” I said. “I didn’t do it for you.”

She opened her mouth. Then she worked out what I meant, and shut it, and walked another half block being angry at nothing in particular, and then took my good arm and did not mention any of it again.

Anouk had said something to Sully on the way out, leaning in over the taps, and Sully had laughed, which is a thing he does about twice a year.

She would not tell us what it was. She has still never told us.

We went up the iron stair and nothing happened for an hour. That is worth saying because it is true: an hour of a couch in the wrong place, food out of a bag, Marisol on the phone with her sister and lying about her wrist, Anouk taking the tape off her eyebrow and looking at four stitches in a mirror the size of a paperback.

Then she came out of that bathroom and started the argument that ended with a bread bag.

“You can’t get the splint wet, and you smell like a scrapyard, and you haven’t washed properly since Tuesday.”

“That’s three separate insults.”

“It’s a plan,” Marisol said, coming off the couch. “Get in there.”

The bathroom upstairs is built for one person and has a shower with good pressure and nothing else going for it. Getting three people into it required a decision by everyone involved.

The bread bag went over the splint with a rubber band round my wrist, and Marisol did the band, and both of them found it a great deal funnier than I did.

“Say yes,” I said, “both of you, out loud, before anybody’s clothes come off, because I am not going to be lifted into a bathtub and then have a conversation about it.”

“Yes,” Marisol said. “Obviously. I want it slow, I want you to not do anything with that hand, and I want to be behind you.”

“Anouk.”

“Yes.” She was already pulling her shirt over her head. “I want you in front of me and I want you to talk. And keep the water off my face, I’m not allowed to get this wet.”

It started practical. It did not stay practical for four minutes.

Marisol got in behind me and washed my back and my shoulders with both hands and a bar of soap. Five foot three of her, up on her toes, complaining about the height difference and the water pressure and the fact that I take up the entire cubicle. Her chest was flat against the middle of my back.

Anouk stood in front of me with her hair going dark gold and flat and stuck to her neck, keeping her left eyebrow out of the spray. I put my good hand around the back of her head and held her where the water could not get at it. She stood there and let me hold her head for a minute. She did not move once.

Then I took the shower head off its bracket and put it in Marisol’s hand.

“Hold that off her face.”

“I’m doing your back.”

“You’re doing this instead.”

She looked at Anouk, and then at me, and worked out what she was being handed about a second before I would have had to say it, and she took the shower head and made no joke about it at all.

I got Anouk up onto the edge of the tub. Her back against the tile, one long pale leg over my shoulder, and me down on both knees on a wet floor in a room with nowhere in it to put a man my size.

“You’re first,” I said, into the inside of her thigh. “She asked to be behind me and you asked to be in front of me, and that’s the whole of how it got decided, and I want you to notice that nobody arranged anything for you.”

“I noticed in the hallway.”

She looked down at me. “Put your mouth on me and keep talking while you do it. I’m asking for both.”

I put my mouth on her clit and stopped talking, which is the one thing she had just told me not to do.

“Talk,” she said.

I kept my mouth exactly where it was and said nothing at all, which is the only thing about me she cannot stand.

“You said you would. Talk to me, I can’t hold on to any of this if you don’t…”

So I told her what she tasted like, and what her thigh was doing over my shoulder, and how long I intended to be down there, and I did not stop again.

The water ran down the back of my neck the whole time. Marisol stood over the two of us with the shower head held out at the end of her arm, keeping the spray off four stitches.

“You’re going too slow,” she said. “He’ll be down there until Tuesday. He does it on purpose.” Then, down at Anouk, in exactly the same tone: “Your mouth’s open. You should see your own face right now.”

Anouk could do absolutely nothing about that and did not try.

Anouk came with her hand over her own mouth and her heel digging into my back, her whole body going tight and then loose all at once. She said something short in Dutch. Neither of us has ever asked her to translate it.

She came down off the tub edge onto her knees on the wet tile and looked up at me.

“Sit,” she said. “I want you on the tub edge with your knees apart. I want your cock between my tits, and I want to set the pace.”

“That’s what you want?”

“Yes. All three parts.”

I sat down on the tub edge with the bag on my hand and my feet still in the water. She put a hand on each of my knees, pushed them apart, and got herself into the space she had named.

Wet, she is a different woman entirely. Everything on her runs. She came up against me hot and slick with the shower still coming down over one of her shoulders. There was nothing left for her to arrange. There is more to her tits than two hands can account for and they go where they want. She braced one forearm across the top of them and used her free hand underneath to hold me exactly where she wanted me, and the water kept taking the soap off and putting it back.

She looked up the whole time. Hair flat and dark gold and stuck to her skull, tape gone off her eyebrow, the four stitches showing, chin running.

“My knees have got about six minutes in them on this tile,” she said. “Don’t say anything nice to me until they’re used up.”

“Noted.”

“There is water in my ear and a bread bag on your arm and I am doing this anyway.” She got the wet hair off her own face with the back of one wrist. “Say the thing about how I look from up there. You lost the end of a sentence about it last time and I have thought about that all week.”

So I said it.

“You’ve got my cock between your tits on a wet floor with a bread bag on my arm and you’re looking straight up at me the whole time, and there is nothing in twelve blocks I would rather be looking at on a Saturday night.”

I lost the middle of that one. She heard it happen.

“Keep going.”

“You’re doing it right. Good girl. Stay exactly where you are and don’t change one thing.”

I lost the middle of that one as well. She heard that one too. That is the entire point of her.

The shower head was back on its bracket and pointing at the wall. Marisol had one hand pressed flat between my shoulder blades and her forehead against the back of my neck.

“Are you still back there?”

“I’m busy,” she said.

Marisol shifted up hard against my back and put her chin on my shoulder and her mouth at my ear.

“You should see this from up here,” she said, quietly, right into the side of my head. “She’s watching you. She hasn’t stopped watching you once.”

I put my good hand in Anouk’s wet hair and came between her tits, and then up her throat and across her chin, and neither of us was quiet about it. The water took most of it in six seconds. Marisol announced from behind my shoulder that this was a waste, and that set all three of us off.

At some point after that the bread bag came unstuck from the rubber band and slid halfway down my forearm.

“Beautiful,” Marisol said, over my shoulder. “That is the sexiest thing I have ever seen in my life.”

“It’s still holding,” Anouk said, from the floor. “Leave it.”

Everybody laughed, including me, and the scene kept going. I have not been laughed at with my clothes off since I was about twenty.

I sat there a minute on the edge of a bathtub with a wet bread bag round my wrist and my feet in four inches of water, and got my breath back, and then I got up.

“Turn me round,” Marisol said, from behind my shoulder. “I’ve been standing back here for twenty minutes with nothing to hold on to and I want my turn and I want it slow, and don’t tell me you’re finished, because I don’t care.”

So I turned her.

I put her shoulder blades on the wall and her right hand on the grab rail, and got my left hand between her legs, two fingers into her pussy and the heel of it up hard against her clit, with the water coming down over both of us. She is loud in a bathroom. It comes back off the tile.

“Curls flat, back off the tiles, mouth open,” I said, at her ear. “That’s what you look like wet, and that’s what you’re going to look like in this shower every day for the rest of my life. You’re good. You’re so good it’s making me stupid.”

Anouk sat down on the closed lid of the toilet with a towel round her, hair flat and dark and her elbows on her knees, and watched, and said nothing whatsoever.

Marisol came on my hand with her thigh shaking against my hip and her forehead against my sternum, swearing at me the whole way through it, and then her forehead stayed there while the water kept running over both of us.

“Eleven,” Anouk said, from the toilet lid.

“Eleven what.”

“You swore eleven times,” Anouk said. “Two of them were the same word twice. I counted those separately.”

Afterwards there was no production, because the whole thing had been the production.

Three people in a bathroom built for one, one towel that was dry and two that were not, four inches of water on the floor, and my splint waterlogged at the edges and needing doing again.

They argued for a quarter of an hour about who was mopping it.

Nobody mopped it.


Chapter 18: Five Months

March, and the rain is four months gone and the spring one has not started yet. The windows are open all night now and the block comes in through them: the freeway, somebody’s radio, the fryer vent at La Zarzamora, a dog on Palomar that has never been indoors.

The apartment is furnished badly and completely. Two beds, a table with three chairs and one crate, a lamp that came off Reyna’s van, and a couch at an angle that blocks half the path to the kitchen and is never going to move as long as any of us live here.

There are two coffee makers. The old one is downstairs where it has always been and it is, as I have now been told approximately four hundred times, terrible. The new one is upstairs. Marisol bought it with her own money in December and mentions it about twice a week, and I drink the downstairs one on principle, and this is going to go on for years.

She is five months along.

It shows in every direction and she has opinions about all of it. She has gone out at the front, low and heavy and round, and out at the hip past what her jeans were ever going to do, so she wears mine and one pair of hers with the button gone, and she has stopped tucking anything in. Her chest has changed and she brings it up daily, usually as a complaint aimed at me personally. Her ankles are a running grievance. She takes the stairs four times a day out of spite.

She does the books. Badly for the first month, and now better than I have ever done them, sitting at the office desk with her feet up on a milk crate and a pen shoved through her curls, and she is not paid for it and she has not brought that up since November.

Her hands have stopped being fists. She used to sit at a table with them closed while she talked and now they are open on the ledger, or flat on the bump, or on me. I do not think she knows about it. I am not going to be the one who tells her.

Anouk runs the front. She invoices. Nobody has ever done that in that building. She counts things professionally now instead of privately, and the shop takes about a third more than it took in October for exactly that reason and no other. She has the small room at the back with the window over the side lot. She sleeps in it maybe one night in ten and it is still hers, and she says so, and nobody argues.

She came down the iron stair on Wednesday in a t-shirt that fits her. Just that. No jacket over it, no hoodie over that, nothing folded across the front of her, and she came down twenty-two steps and across the bay and put a work order on my bench and went back up. Chuy did not look up from the broom. Marisol went on doing the ledger. Nobody in that building remarked on it in any way at all, and I stood there with a socket in my hand and noticed that nobody had. Which is what she came down for.

She is twenty-three. Marisol is twenty-four and five months gone. I am thirty-nine for a few more months and then I am forty, and none of the three of us has ever once brought that arithmetic up, which I have decided is the most romantic thing about this apartment.

My hand healed. Mostly. The second and third knuckles sit wrong and you can see it, and it aches before rain about eight hours out, reliably. The two of them treat that as a service the household provides. I pretend to find it annoying.

There is a short pale line through Anouk’s left eyebrow where the hair does not grow. She stopped noticing it in about November. I have not.

The car at the dark end of the bay is still under the cover.

The rings came in February.

I put both boxes on the table at breakfast, side by side, and said that I had done it, that they were the same and neither one is bigger than the other, and that they could say no and nothing changes.

Marisol looked at her box. “Yes. And if you tell me what the gold cost, I’ll leave it there.” Then she put hers on.

Anouk turned the other box once under the light. “Yes. I want the same ring and the same promise, and I’m saying both parts.” She put hers on, turned her hand over twice, and then went and stood in the bathroom with the door open looking at it until the coffee went cold.

Last Tuesday Anouk said the other thing.

She said it at the table with the ledger open in front of Marisol and no particular expression on her face, which is how she delivers everything.

“I want to be next.”

Marisol did not look up from the ledger.

“Don’t tell me,” she said. “Tell him. I’m not asking for you. Not this time, not in June, not ever again.”

So Anouk told me.

That was Tuesday. Tonight is Friday, and there is no reason for anything. Nobody has a reason and nobody needs one.

The window is open and the shop is dark below and the bedroom has a bed in it and one lamp and a fan that does not help.

Marisol put her book face down on the floor.

“I want it the way it works now,” she said. “Me up over you, my hands on your chest, both of yours where I put them, and you don’t rush me and you don’t help me up. I’m saying it first, before you start standing there waiting for me to.”

“Say the last part again.”

“I’m asking you.” She already had a knee across me. “Five months and you still make me do it.”

“I’m going to make you do it in five years.”

So she got up over me with both hands braced on my chest, and she took her time about it.

“All of it,” she said, on the way down. “Don’t help.”

I have both hands. I put them where she said, one on her hip and one flat and wide under the bump.

“In October you were the best thing that had ever come through that door,” I said. “There are stairs now. You go up them four times a day out of spite and you’re the best thing that’s ever done that either.”

“That’s the same line.”

“One word of it.” I got my thumb into the hollow of her hip. “And I like every inch of what’s happening to you. I say that about once a week.”

“And I never take it.”

“No.”

“You’re going to say something about my ankles.”

“I’m not saying anything about your ankles.”

“You’re thinking it.”

Anouk looked at Marisol, then at me. “I want to hold her up while she’s over you. My arm under her ribs, my hand on the bump. That’s my yes.”

She came up on her knees behind Marisol. Pale gold hair coming down into black curls, long and narrow and fair behind short and wide and warm brown, and five months on top of it. The two of them have never looked like they belong in the same frame and have never once looked wrong in it. Anouk braced one long forearm under Marisol’s ribs, holding her off the front where she is heaviest now, and set her other hand flat and open on the bump next to mine. In that light you could not have said whose hand was whose.

“He’s not thinking about your ankles,” she said.

Marisol came like that, sitting up over me with her weight going forward onto my chest and Anouk holding her whole front end up off it, loud enough to rise over the fan. Afterwards her hand found the bump and stayed there while the open window cooled the sweat on her shoulders.

Then she rolled off and got a pillow under her hip and lay there with one arm over her eyes.

“Carry on without me, daddy,” she said, into the mattress. “And keep it down. Some of us are enormous.”

Anouk looked at me. “I want your cock in my mouth first. Then I want your mouth on me.”

She came over the top of me before I had got anywhere near sitting up and did exactly what she had named, without hurrying about any of it. One hand spread on my stomach. Her hair pushed back behind one ear so I could watch her do it, on purpose.

“You put your hair back for me,” I said. “You’ve done that every time since your own bedroom floor, and you have never once mentioned that you do it.”

“That’s five months of practice,” Marisol said, from under the arm.

“That’s not practice,” Anouk said, coming off me. “That’s paying attention.”

I stopped her before she got where she was going.

She sat back on her heels and said it flat, with no more ceremony than a woman asking for the salt to be passed down a table.

“Your mouth now. And talk the whole time you’re doing it. You know the order.”

“You know the order too. Say the part you always leave out.”

“Talk to me while you do it.” She lay back across the sheet herself and put one arm up behind her head. “Five months, and you still make me say it out loud.”

“Yes.”

Five months has taught me the order she wants it in, and it is not the order anybody would guess.

I started at the inside of her knee.

“That’s nowhere near…”

“I know where it is.”

Most of a thigh after that, an inch at a time, and I talked her all the way up the length of it. One long calf over my shoulder. One heel dug into the mattress. A hand in my hair that did not pull, because she found out in November that pulling gets her nothing at all.

“You’re doing this on purpose.”

“I’m doing it because of what you do at the end of it.”

Then I stopped.

I went nowhere. I touched nothing. My mouth an inch off her and one hand flat and open on her hip, and I did not say a word, and I let four seconds go past.

She went completely still trying to find me. Her breath went out of her and did not come back in.

“Where did you…”

Then I put my mouth on her.

The sound came off the ceiling and went out of the open window into the block. Both her hands went into the sheet on either side of her.

“That’s it,” I said, into her. “That’s the four seconds. You hear yourself do that and you still can’t stop it, and I can put you there any night I want to now, and you have no idea what that’s worth to a man.”

Four seconds of a man doing absolutely nothing is worth more to her than anything I do afterwards. I found that out by accident in December. She has spent five months trying to speed me up at this and she has not managed it once.

Then I came up the bed and knelt up and got both hands under her, one spread wide at the small of her back and one under her hip, and lifted her clean off the sheet. No splint. No pain. I set her hips down across my thighs and held her there. Her shoulder blades stayed on the bed. Her legs came up either side of me on their own.

“Both hands,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “I know exactly what that means.”

She was the only one in the room who did. She always is.

She has stopped covering her face. That took until January. She lay there and let me look and let me say all of it, and none of it was anything I said to her in October, because I know things now.

“There’s a place under your left collarbone.” I folded down the length of her with a hand still under her back and put my mouth on it and got the noise out of her. “That. You don’t know you make it and I’ve never told you, and I’m telling you tonight.”

“Don’t stop.”

“You go quiet in an order. Hands first, then your mouth, then you stop breathing out through your nose, and I can call it four seconds before it happens.” I got my hand in under the small of her back. “And you stopped rounding your shoulders when a shirt comes off. It took about a week in November. I watched it happen and I’ve been sitting on it since.”

That one landed harder than anything I had done with my hands.

“You’re a good girl. You’ve been a good girl since a doorway in the rain.”

She watched me through all of it with those grey-green eyes and did not once look away.

“Come in me,” she said. “I want your cum in me, and I want you to keep putting it there until it works, the way you did for her. I want to be showing by Christmas.”

“Say it plain, sweetheart.”

“Fill me up, daddy.” Flat and quiet and absolutely certain, the way she says the address, which is nothing at all like the way Marisol says it. “Until it takes.”

She came before I did. Both hands flat on the tops of my thighs where she could reach me, her shoulder blades the only part of her still touching the bed, her eyes still open on mine. Then a sound came out of her that got Marisol’s arm off her face to look.

I came in her and stayed there, and she got both legs locked at the small of my back and would not let me move for a while, and Marisol reached over and put a hand on my shoulder blade without opening her eyes.

Afterwards there were three people in a bed built for two, one of them pregnant and taking up half of it on principle, the window open, the fan doing nothing, the block making its noise.

I woke at four.

Thirteen years of habit does not go away in five months. I got up without waking anybody and stood at the open window with the room breathing behind me and looked down at my own shop with the lights off in it.

There was a rotator parked in front of the roll-up door.

Lights on, engine off, ten wheels and a boom, filling Ardmore from the sign to the corner. Nobody in the cab.

I know that truck. I have subcontracted heavy recoveries to the woman who drives it for better than two years, by radio and hand signal, and I have never once seen her more than ten feet from it.

The coffee maker downstairs clicks every five minutes when its plate is on. I heard it click again while I stood there, the fourth time since the rotator’s lights first came through the window.

Twenty minutes.

I got my boots and went down the iron stair.


Thanks for reading.

Cole Cross here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross
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