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Bird’s Eye would have been smokey, back when smoking was  allowed  in  bars.  It  wasn’t  a  bad  gate  for  a  Wednesday night, either, and our new house band was growing on me. Were things actually looking up?

“You going up at break?” Christina said low and privately into my ear as she breezed passed me behind my back. She dragged a lingering finger across my waist and over my hip and down the top of my thigh as she rounded the end of the bar  where  I  slumped  on  my  customary  stool  beside  the square pillar. Worst seat in the house. She was heading into the well where she could help the bartender with her drink orders.

“Up”  was  my  apartment  directly  over  the  bar.  Her,  Tara, and  Ariel  liked  it  up  there  when  they  could  kick  off  their hard high-heel shoes, lean back in my deep couch, and put on their own music for 15 minutes or so, and nobody howled at them.

Christina  didn’t  have  to  wait  for  my  answer;  she  knew  it was always going to be “Yes.” I drained the last few drops of the whiskey I’d been nursing in the bottom of my tumbler, slid backward off my tall stool, and went around the back of the  well,  through  the  swinging  doors  and  into  the  kitchen, around the stove tops and stainless steel prep counters, and out  the  back  door  where  the  grease  pit  was  and  the dumpster,  and  up  the  wooden  fire-escape  that  clung uncertainly to the back of the old red brick building.

I  left  my  back  door  ajar,  poured  her  a  tall  drink  of  iced sparkling  water,  put  the  music  on  she  liked,  and  fell  back into  the  couch.  They’d  come  up,  now,  one  after  the  other, but  not  all  at  once,  since  they  couldn’t  leave  the  bar downstairs  short-staffed.  It  had  French  doors  that  opened onto  a  Parisian-style  narrow  wrought-iron  balcony  where they could lean out over the street below and smoke if they wanted.

They all still believed that I actually owned the bar, as well as  the  whole  4-story  building,  too,  which  wasn’t  surprising since  my  name  was  all  over  it.  But  that  was  all  just  a  thin facade.  My  career-criminal  father  owned  half  the  street going  up  and  down,  and  my  two  older  brothers  ran  his enterprises with a brutality and coldness that left me blank in the mind. I was useless to the old man that way, having accidentally  retained  a  conscience  despite  my  upbringing, and so I was deposited as the “owner” of one of his earliest properties, one of his useful “legit” businesses, there to turn my eyes, and anybody else’s eyes too, away from whatever my  brothers  were  sent  in  to  run  through  the  books  of  his various businesses like the bar and the building.

“You’re too good to us,” Christina said as she chuckled and used  my  head  for  her  balance  as  she  randomly  flung  her high heels from her feet and flopped down beside me on the couch. She closed her eyes and rolled the perspiring side of the tall cold glass over her forehead and back.

“Animals  behaving  down  there?”  I  said,  and  I  rolled  my head  over  the  back  of  the  couch  to  find  her  bare  shoulder where it shone at me out the cutout of her high-neck black and tight short dress.

She  half  twisted  toward  me,  crossed  her  stretched-out legs,  hung  her  toes  on  the  edge  of  the  table,  and  leaned back  against  my  shoulder.  “Just  the  usual,”  she  said  softly. She slid further down in the couch and the hem of her skirt rode up her thighs high enough that if I looked, I’d see the scalloped edge of the leg holes of her pale pink panties. But I didn’t look. And she didn’t care.

“Cause I can have them looked after,” I said.

She  snorted  and  grinned  widely  and  slapped  her  hand down  on  my  thigh,  all  without  opening  her  eyes.  “I  know who your brothers are, don’t you worry,” she said. “But you can’t  even  talk  like  one  of  those  lunkheads,  so  don’t  even try,”  she  said,  and  she  chuckled  at  me  with  her  eyes  still closed. “It’s so not you,” she whispered as though to herself.

I wrapped my arm around her far shoulder and clasped my hand back over her near shoulder and buried my face in her sunshine-glowing waves of long multi-toned blonde hair and kissed her head through it. “I can set you up with either one, you just tell me who you like,” I said.

She chuckled so much her body jiggled. “Cole?” she said. “If I ever get that desperate, please shoot me.” She twisted around against my chest and made a finger gun she pointed against the middle of her forehead. “Put it right there,” she said.  “I  think  I’d  want  my  pre-frontal  cortex  blown  out  the back of my head first, if I ever look to you like I need or want a date that badly.”

“So  graphic,”  I  said  squinting  my  eyes  and  pulling  a pained  grimace.  I  dragged  my  face  through  her  hair  and kissed her head and ear.

“Anyway, maybe I’m just saving myself for you,” she said.

“You  don’t  want  anything  to  do  with  me,”  I  said,  and  I chuckled at the thought of it. “Trust me.”

Christina was 23 and putting together a college degree on the fly during the daylight hours, her nights spent in my bar pulling  together  the  requisite  funding.  “Anyway,  kiddo,”  I said,  “you  better  go  down  and  let  Tara  get  off  her  feet  or she’s going to scowl at you all night.”

“Who  you  calling  kiddo?”  she  said,  using  my  thighs  to push herself up from the couch. “You’re only 32 yourself — but  you  act  like  you’re  62,  I  swear  to  god,  Cole,”  she  said. “Anyway, just a kiss?”

“A kiss,” I said, and I got up and turned to her and took her waist in my hands.

“It would be so easy,” she said.

“That would be dipping into the staff,” I said.

“I  won’t  tell,”  she  whispered,  and  she  sank  her  mouth down on my mouth and forced her tongue between my lips despite  me  pursing  them  to  keep  her  out.  “One  of  these days,  Cole,  I’m  so  going  to  fuck  your  brains  out,”  she  said, and  she  chuckled,  she  turned  around,  and  she  blew  me  a kiss  over  her  shoulder  and  ducked  out  my  back  door  — leaving it open a crack for Tara.

I  checked  my  watch.  Joe  and  Don  wouldn’t  be  by  for  at least  another  half-hour,  I  thought,  and  I  poured  out Christina’s glass and filled a clean one for Tara. I could hear her shoes clomping up the back stairs. They all wore black dresses, and tonight, Tara was in a flared and pleated skirt with a crop-cut tight top.

“Cole, baby,” she said, and she came in the door, skittered with tiny steps across my kitchen, and hopped into my lap where I had slumped back in the couch to wait for her. “Fuck me?” she groaned directly against my ear, and she laughed and  wove  her  fingers  together  behind  my  neck  and  hung back  deeply  from  me  facing  the  ceiling  and  dangling  her long  dark  and  straight  hair  over  my  knees  behind  her. “Seriously,  though,”  she  said,  and  she  pushed  her  lips  into my  lips  and  invaded  my  mouth  with  her  tongue  —  exactly where  Christina  had  just  been  with  her  mouth.  “What  if  I really need it this time?” she said in a groan. “I don’t mind if you  just  finished  fucking  Chris,”  she  whispered  closely against my ear.

I managed to press her shoulders back and ease her body away from mine and I turned my face sideways. “Something got into you tonight?” I said.

“I want something in me, yes,” she said, and she laughed at her joke. She twisted around on my lap to find the glass of water  behind  her  on  the  coffee  table,  and  she  curled  her ankles  around  my  calves  to  brace  herself  against  falling backward.  I  watched  her  torso  stretch  and  twist  in  front  of me. She lingered to give me a nice, long look, too.

“I  was  just  with  Christina,”  I  said,  “who  was  talking  in much the same way. Between the two of you, for fuck sake’s . . . . ” I said, unable to finish the thought.

Tara  pushed  herself  back  and  off  my  lap  and  peeled  her shoes off her feet with her toes. She stood straight up and made  a  point  of  stretching  her  torso  back  right  in  front  of me,  as  she  crossed  her  hands  over  her  ribs  and  pulled  her short sweater up and over her head and off. She undid the button  at  the  side  of  her  pleated  skirt  and  pulled  the  tiny zipper down her hip, and she draped both her skirt and top over the chair. In just her black bra and panties, she stepped high on her toes back to my kitchen to refill her water.

She came back and knelt on the couch beside me facing me with her fists pushed down into the cushion between her legs, and she leaned forward with a straight back, and she rocked  her  forehead  against  the  side  of  my  head  where  I remained slumped in the couch staring straight ahead and avoiding looking at her sleek and lithe body. “You could have us together, at the same time,” she said. “I was just talking to Chris about that, as a matter of.”

I  turned  to  her  and  smirked  and  she  burst  out  laughing and reared up on her knees and threw her arms around my shoulders, falling in heavily against me.

“I highly doubt that,” I said.

“We  could  have  had  that  convo,”  she  said.  “Christina’s cute, don’t you think? She’s got such a hot bod, too, I know how you look at her,” she said. “Don’t lie to me.” She kissed my neck under my ear.

“Why don’t you both get yourselves a nice boyfriend, move in with them, make house,” I said. “Find your way out of this place and get on with your lives.”

She  pulled  me  by  the  neck  until  I  fell  over  sideways  and leaned  against  her  body.  I  felt  the  lace  fabric  of  the  cup  of her bra against my cheek and eyelid

“Boring!”  she  said  out  loud  over  the  top  of  my  head. “Anyway, I have no time for that shit.”

Like  Christina,  Tara  was  also  piecing  together  a  college degree by day, supported by her serving and tips by night.

“But I always have time for you, baby,” she cooed, and she kissed my cheek and neck and ear and she curled her arms around my head and pulled my face harder into her chest.

“Inappropriate in the workplace,” I said. “HR would have a fit.”

She  laughed.  “I  thought  you  were  HR  around  here,”  she said, and she flopped back into the couch hard beside me, and she draped her bare leg over my leg. “Anyway, this isn’t the workplace, we’re above the workplace,” she said.

“You  and  Christina  both,”  I  said,  and  I  shook  my  head  at her  lazily  reclined  body  sprawled  over  the  cushions  of  the couch beside me. “What’s with you guys tonight, anyway?”

“What do you do all day, anyway?” she said, ignoring my question. “I mean before the bar opens downstairs.”

“I have a private life, too, you know,” I said.

She thrusted herself up and forward again and threw her knee  over  my  lap  and  arched  her  back  in  deeply  to  thrust her breasts up into my face. She settled down on my knees straddling me. “No you don’t, liar,” she said. She pushed her mouth  onto  my  mouth  and  penetrated  my  lips  with  her tongue. “You’re just like us,” she said. “And anyway, I need to  suck  you  off,”  she  suddenly  whispered  into  my  ear,  and she chuckled before she sat back on my knees and cupped her  hands  over  my  crotch.  “Or  don’t  you  like  that  kind  of thing?” she said.

“I like it just fine,” I said. “Just not with the staff.”

“Come  on,  baby,”  she  said,  and  she  curled  her  spine  in and  bit  her  lip  and  swung  her  head  down.  “No  one  has  to know,”  she  said.  She  caressed  my  groin  and  dropped  her mouth wide open at me. “Just a little?”

“Tara,” I said. “How old are you?”

“I’m 21, so don’t be so hard on a girl!” she said.

I  took  her  small  wrists  in  my  hands  and  pulled  them  up from my lap. She struggled against me and tried to wrench herself free. “You better get down there,” I said.

She gave up struggling and got back on her feet and put them  through  her  skirt  and  pulled  it  up  and  around  her waist.  “You’re  no  fun.  Does  anyone  ever  tell  you  that?”  she said.

“I think you and Christina tell me that everyday,” I said.

“Well you should think about it,” she said, and she pulled her top back on over her head. “The offer still stands, though — me and Christina, at the same time. You know it would be fun!” she said, and she waved at me from her hip and went out  the  door.  “A  menage  a  tois!”  she  chirped  in  a  deeply French accent.

I got up and opened my French doors and leaned out over the railing of the tiny balcony. Below me, traffic crawled and groups of people laughed and hung from each other going from  bars  to  restaurants  and  restaurants  to  bars.  I  didn’t hear Ariel come in, but I felt her hand slip under my t-shirt and up over my bare back.

“Ariel,” I said, and I turned around.

She  wrapped  her  hands  around  my  waist,  stepped  her already bare feet widely around my legs, and she leaned her body  hard  into  mine,  pressing  me  back  against  the  railing over the city street below.

I  twisted  around  inside  her  arms  and  brought  my  hands down over her butt. She squealed when I squeezed her and she bit my chin.

“Good night for you down there?” I said.

She was wearing tight black faux-leather pants and a low-buttoned  French-tucked  black  satin  shirt,  with  high  heels she eased off with her toes. “Full enough for mid-week,” she said. “Which should make you happy but doesn’t.” Ariel was maitre  d  for  the  night,  seating  people  rather  than  serving them this time.

“I’m happy,” I said.

“You’re never happy,” she said, and she turned away, but she dragged her hand over my stomach. She looked at me over  her  shoulder  and  through  strands  of  her  neck-length copper  hair.  She  gestured  subtly  with  her  head  for  me  to follow her. “Lay down with me?” she said, and she propped her head on the arm of the couch, flattened her body over the length of the couch, and wiggled her fingers at the end of her extended arms to urge me to stretch out beside her.

I did, and we necked and she rolled me over on top of her.

“I love being crushed by you,” she said. She laughed and pulled her legs out from under me so she could wrap them around my waist and lock her ankles together in my back.

“Just don’t tell Tara and Christina,” I said.

She searched my mouth with her tongue before hugging me  tightly  and  falling  back  on  the  arm  of  the  couch.  “Too late,”  she  said.  “You  should  know  that  we  tell  each  other everything.”

She pushed her hands between our bodies. I tried to press my  hips  down  harder  to  keep  her  out  of  there,  but  she laughed and got my jeans button open anyway.

“Ariel,” I said.

She laughed and squirmed under me. When I tried to roll off  her,  she  yanked  up  the  sides  of  my  t-shirt  and  ran  her fingernails  lightly  and  quickly  around  my  ribs.  I  contorted from  her  tickling  and  rolled  onto  the  floor  in  front  of  the couch.  Ariel  squealed  and  landed  on  top  of  me.  She straddled  my  body  facing  backward  and  kept  me  writhing and incapacitated on the floor under her. With one hand she tickled  me,  and  with  her  other  hand,  she  yanked  open  my pants and scrambled her fingers inside to free my cock.

Before  I  could  stop  her,  she  crouched  low  over  my  hips and moaned out loud when she sank her mouth down over the head of my cock. I pushed my body up on my heels and shoulders,  but  she  laughed  and  rode  me  like  a  bucking bronco, taking me deeper in her mouth.

I finally managed to crawl out from under her and she sat back  on  her  calves  and  pushed  her  hair  from  her  face.  “I want to go down on you so bad,” she said. “Why don’t you let anybody help you?”

“You all do plenty to help me,” I said

“You know what I mean,” she said, and she pushed herself up  and  wrapped  herself  around  me  from  behind.  “It  would be nice for you,” she said.

I held the back door open for her. “Don’t you think I know that?” I said.

She  pushed  herself  up  on  her  toes  and  hung  her  hands from my shoulders, and she kissed me. “We all want to, you know,” she said.

“Why, though?” I said.

She faced the darkness outside the open door and turned her face back to mine over her shoulder. “I don’t really know, to be honest,” she said. “You know what else is weird?”

“There’s more?” I said.

She  snickered.  “We  make  jokes  about  sharing  you,”  she said.  “But  I’m  not  sure  it’s  always  a  joke  with  Chris  and Tara.”

“Is it a joke with you?” I said.

“No,”  she  said,  and  she  snorted  and  waved  and disappeared down the fire-escape.

I checked my watch again. It was time to go up the street. My  brothers  Joe  and  Don  would  be  coming  in  any  moment and it was my dad’s ingenious plan that I not see what they did,  as  though  that  ought  to  stymie  investigators  trying  to tie me to the family crime business — like I wasn’t already inextricably entangled in it, like I wasn’t already carting tens of thousands of dollars in cash to the bank every week, like my  name  wasn’t  on  the  building,  the  bar,  the  permits,  the bank  accounts,  and  everything  else  remotely  associated  to the  laundry  end  of  pathetically  disorganized  organized criminal enterprise.

I came into the cafe a block down the street and ordered my  customary  cappuccino,  making  sure  to  say  “hi”  and “hello” and “how you doing” to the regulars — so they would later be giving me my alibi, should it come to that. That was how  my  father  planned  it,  anyway.  I  believe  he  got  his masters in  criminal trade-craft from watching bad movies in the  1970s.  Certainly  he  and  all  his  cronies  seemed  to  get their light blue or washed-out orange or vomit-green wide-lapel suits from the 70s.

“Tough work you got up there at Bird’s Eye,” a guy I only knew  as  “Bud”  said,  leaning  over  the  cafe  counter  to  twist his lasciviously grinning face up to mine.

I shrugged. “Everybody’s got a job,” I said.

“I mean those chicks, man,” he said.

I looked sideways and away, half expecting to see a huge 1970s movie-making camera on a dolly over there, the way this guy talked.

“Those chicks?” I said, swinging my face back to his.

“Yeah!  Man!  What,  you  don’t  like  girls?”  he  said,  and  he chuckled.  “Maybe  you  one  of  those  .  .  .  “  he  said,  and  he raised his eyebrows at me and chuckled.

“For  fuck  sakes,”  I  said  into  the  counter  below  my  face where I hung my head.

“Maybe  I’ll  come  over,  talk  one  of  them  up,”  he  said. “What’s the blondie’s name again? Christina?”

“Maybe  Don  or  Joe  will  cut  your  dick  off  and  choke  you with it down your fucking throat you even glance at one of them,” I said. I lifted my face sideways to him and held his eyes with mine long enough to make him roll his eyes, blow his  breath  out,  pat  my  shoulder,  and  walk  away.  Thatt  was the  one  trick  my  dad  taught  me:  the  death  stare.  “Make yourself  dead  inside,”  he  coached  me.  “Nobody  fucks  with death.”

“Talk like that,” the guy said to the broad front windows of the cafe behind me. “I love your dad, Cole, that’s a fact. You on  the  other  hand  .  .  .  ”  he  mumbled  to  himself,  and  he slurped from his cup and shambled away.

I sipped the coffee the barista put down in front of me and hung  my  head  down  deep  between  my  shoulders.  “I  can’t take  this  shit  much  longer,”  I  said  to  her.  But  she  was Mexican.  Her  vocabulary  was  too  limited,  or  at  least  that’s how she played it in that place.

She smiled broadly. “You like!?” she said. I sat down at the tables outside for maximum alibi exposure.

“There he is,” a guy I knew from Bird’s Eye said under his breath.  This  one  always  spoke  through  the  corner  of  his mouth, his eyes locked on the distant horizon of the street, instead  of  looking  at  whoever  he  was  talking  to.  I  might have been the public face for a sprawling but petty criminal conspiracy  and  had  good  reason  to  look  over  my  shoulder and  around  corners.  Reg,  on  the  other  hand,  moved  and shifted  like  someone  being  watched  from  all  angles  at  all times  —  even  though  he  was  a  part-time  school  custodian and as much of interest to police or other criminals as a June bug at a Saturday at the lake would be.

“How are my girlfriends keeping?” he said.

“Not you too,” I said. “Everybody’s being like high school, like  those  three  don’t  have  enough  shit  to  put  up  with  at work,” I said.

“Says the man who gets to spend all night every night in the company of those three hotties,” he said.

“Who are working,” I said. “Just like they are when you’re in there trying to hit one up after the other.” I rolled my face over and up to him and hung my jaw at him.

“Even a clock is right at least twice a day,” he said with a wide, crooked, and knowing grin.

“A broken clock,” I said, and I shook my head and looked up  the  sidewalk.  “It’s  a  broken  fucking  clock  you  .  .  .  “  I mumbled, but I couldn’t finish the sentence. Being about as obvious  as  possible,  Joe  and  Don  came  driving  by  in  their stupid-looking vintage El Camino, slowing to a crawl, elbow out the window, staring at me (at night) with sunglasses on. Joe even gave me a thumbs-up. Good subterfuge there, pal, I thought  to  myself.  Nobody  sees  you  if  you  can’t  see  them with sunglasses on at night, I guess is how his logic goes.

“Welp, back to the salt mine,” I said to Reg. I drained my coffee  cup  standing  at  the  table  facing  the  window,  and  I clanged my cup down in its saucer. I went back up to Bird’s Eye,  made  eye-contact  with  the  bar-keep  who  did  his customary shrug of the shoulders — “I didn’t see anything, you see anything?” all over his eyes — and I scooped out the thick  wad  of  bills  that  somehow,  magically?  manifested  in the cash drawer on a routine weekday night, went through the  kitchen  and  up  the  rickety  stairs  to  my  apartment  and found  —  again,  by  more  serendipitous  magic?  —  that  all three congenitally absent tenants paid their exorbitant rent, all  by  cash  stuffed  in  envelopes  and  pushed  through  the mail slot of my door.

I counted it up, put it in envelopes, crammed it all into the night deposit bag, and walked it up to the bank.

That was it. That was my dad’s “ingenious” plan for how his enterprise had built-in continuity, even if Joe and Don got picked up. I didn’t see anything, I just did what I do, scoop up the cash in the till, collect the rents, take it to the bank. No  way  I’d  ever  be  connected  to  the  extortion,  the blackmail, the money laundering, and the tax evasion.

“It’s the double-dummy play!” I suddenly shouted out loud and  I  snapped  my  fingers.  Tara  was  passing  behind  me where I had plopped myself down again in my stool at the end of the bar, my duties done for the night.

“You okay?” she said.

I just shook my head at her. “Don’t ask,” I said.

The  overall  scheme,  I  realized,  might  actually  be  solid ironically on account of how plainly dumb it was. No agent or  detective  would  watch  what  went  down  in  plain  sight almost every night and think it was actually the work of real, true-to-life  criminals,  let  alone  organized  criminals.  The  El Camino  with  faded  flames  down  the  side,  the  clumsy subterfuge  with  the  bar  till,  the  owner  conveniently  taking coffee a block away every time on schedule — you’d think it was a dummy play, the cross-pass made to the guy breaking out alone down through the middle, without seeing how the ball was going to pass between his legs and get to the other guy all alone and overlooked at the far side of the net.

Only, the dummy play being so plainly obvious, you know it’s coming, so you look for the open guy the pass is really intended for.

Anybody  watching  my  dad’s  clown  act  would  have  to believe  they  were  meant  to  catch  all  of  our  obvious  and stupid  moves,  and  would  therefore  look  for  what  was happening somewhere else. Except, it’s the double-dummy play: the plainly obvious act that they’re looking away from is actually the real thing. My dad was an accidental genius.

“A criminal idiot savant!” I said out loud.

“You  sure  you’re  okay?”  Tara  said,  who  happened  to  be passing behind my back again.

We  closed  up  and  got  ready  at  the  back  door.  It  was  our custom  to  walk  home  together  at  2:30  in  the  morning, taking Ariel home first, then Tara, then Christina, who lived roughly in a line from the bar walking down the street, and then I’d walk back up to my apartment over the bar.

“Come on,” Christina said when we got to the end of the line. “I’m too wired to sleep right away. Watch a show with me?”  she  said,  and  she  tugged  on  my  arm  and  gestured sideways with her head.

I looked up the front of her building. It was an old brown-brick  four-floor  walk-up  with  cornices  hanging  out  over  the sidewalk from the edge of the roof up top. I’d never been up inside  any  of  their  buildings,  neither  Christina’s  nor  Tara’s nor Ariel’s. But walking back alone up to my fake apartment in  my  fake  building  above  my  fake  bar  on  that  particular night  when  it  finally  dawned  on  me  how  my  dad’s  whole criminal  enterprise  worked  —  by  being  too  stupid  to  be believed — my resistance was weak.

“Just for a bit,” I said.

Christina slipped her arm around my arm and squealed to herself. “I can’t believe it, you never say yes,” she said, and she pulled me through her front door as though to give me no chance to think again and change my mind.

We  went  silently  up  the  thickly  carpeted  and  creaking steps that took us over the storefronts on the ground floor, around  the  turn  and  up  to  the  third  and  finally  up  to  the fourth floor. Four doors lead off the landing up top, and she took me to one of the two front-of-building doors and rattled at it with her keys.

We  stepped  inside  and  she  flicked  on  her  hall  lights.  A long,  narrow  and  varnished  hardwood  floor  lead  in  multi-toned  strips  to  a  living  room  on  the  left,  a  tiny  kitchen tucked  behind  a  wall  ahead,  and  a  bedroom  door  on  the right, as well as what I noted was a narrower bathroom door between it and the kitchen.

“Why don’t you find a show,” she said, and she tossed me her remote. “I definitely need a shower.”

I fell down on the middle of her antique overstuffed couch and flopped my legs open wide. She had a huge living room window  and  no  curtains  or  blinds  on  it.  There  weren’t  too many other buildings that could see in even if they tried, I guess.  Her  furniture  was  sparse,  but  it  was  tasteful.  It  was definitely an upgrade on a typical student’s apartment, but only enough to reflect a bar server’s income.

There was nothing Christina was hiding, it dawned on me, gazing around her private world. She was exactly what she appeared to be: a student by day with a server job by night. It startled me that she could be one of those people I felt like I  only  imagined  must  exist  somewhere  and  somehow:  a person  not  running  some  scam,  not  pretending  to  be something  else.  It  felt,  to  me,  like  some  form  of  exquisite, unattainable luxury, to be not hiding your true self. It weighs the  shoulders  down  to  carry  around  so  many  different personas, to recall so many unwritten escape plans in case of  this  or  that  event,  to  have  so  many  daily  tasks  the purpose of which are inscrutable and might be the orders of an entirely insane person one has no hope of getting away from, and even less hope of questioning.

Christina came back into the living room in a thick, long, and  white  bathrobe,  toweling  her  hair  and  looking  utterly devastating.  She  fell  down  heavily  beside  me  —  nearly against me — and propped her bare feet up on the edge of the coffee table in front of us. She slumped back deeply into the  folds  of  the  couch  and  rolled  her  head  over  the  back cushion to face my shoulder that she smooched.

“Come  down  further,”  she  said.  “Relax  a  second,  would you?” She tugged on the sleeve of my shirt until I deferred to  her  and  slipped  further  down  beside  her  with  my  legs stretched out and my heels landing on the table like hers. I clasped my fingers together over my stomach. I tried to hide how they clenched like a man afraid of letting go of himself for even a second.

“Me and Tara and Ariel were talking tonight,” she said.

“Not  surprising,”  I  said,  “seeing  as  how  you  all  work together.”

She  slapped  my  leg.  “About  you,  you  dummy,”  she  said. She twisted her fingers in the fabric of the arm of my shirt. I kept my eyes straight ahead and on the show on the screen hung on the wall in front of us across her living room, but I felt her eyes looking up over my shoulder and staring at the side of my face.

“That’s nice, then,” I said, “and moving on now.”

She  snorted.  “We’re  not  dumb,  you  know,”  she  said. “We’re all college students. Aerial is even in finance and Tara is  in  business  admin.  Look  at  me,”  she  said.  “I’m  in marketing — we can tell what’s going on.”

“I  don’t  even  know  what’s  going  on,”  I  said,  turning  my face toward her. “And we’re all going to leave it that way.”

“They’re using you,” she said.

“Show’s pretty good,” I said.

“Your name is on everything, and nobody else’s name is on anything,” she said. “You ever notice that?”

“You know what, I shouldn’t even be here,” I said. I leaned forward, but she pulled me back.

“I know why you go for coffee down the street each night, just before your two idiot goon brothers show up,” she said.

I  put  my  fingers  into  my  ears  and  went  “nah-nah-nah-nah!”

She tugged my wrist down. “You think it’s to protect you, but it’s to protect them,” she said. “It’s to keep them away from you, not you away from them.”

“This  is  nothing  to  do  with  you,”  I  said.  “You  should  not even be thinking about this, let alone talking out loud about it.”

“It’s  not  about  what  anybody  would  watch  and  see physically, as though anyone has time to sit there and watch all night,” she said. “It’s what’s on the paperwork, it’s what’s in  the  documents  and  records.  And  that,”  she  slapped  my leg again, “is all you.”

I  rolled  my  face  over  to  her.  “You  do  your  job,  I  do  mine, fini, capiche?”

“I  already  told  you,  you’re  no  good  at  talking  that  shit,” she  said,  and  she  surprised  me  by  suddenly  thrusting  her face  up  to  mine  and  kissing  me  on  the  mouth.  “Your signature  is  on  the  deposit  slips  when  you  shove  the  ill-gotten  gains  through  the  night-deposit  door,  that’s  all anybody’s going to see,” she said.

She dropped her hand on my thigh and squeezed me. “Do you ever get time off?” she said in a softer voice.

The concept of “time off”made me roll my head back and shut my eyes. Time off?! I wanted to yell at her. I don’t even know what that is. “Time off enough when I’m dead,” I said, and I closed my eyes to stop giving myself away. “Time off!” I muttered to myself again.

She  slid  her  hand  up  my  leg  and  cupped  it  around  my crotch. I felt the scratch of her fingernail where it snagged on the fabric of my jeans over my fly.

“Christina, don’t,” I said.

“You need to relax sometime,” she said.

I looked down my body through one open, squinting eye, and I squeezed my fingers around each other, resisting the urge to release my grip on myself.

She popped the button open in the waist of my jeans and slowly  dragged  the  tab  of  my  zipper  down,  allowing  my jeans to split open.

“Christina, I mean it,” I said.

“Close you eyes,” she said.

I did, but I tried not to.

“Just relax,” she said.

I  exhaled  and  sank  down  further  into  her  enveloping couch,  but  I  fought  the  cloud  of  relaxation  every  inch  that crawled  up  and  over  me.  I  was  losing,  though.  I  was becoming asphyxiated by it.

Christina pushed her hand down inside my open pants. I felt  the  coolness  of  her  fingers  and  knew  she  had  tucked them  under  the  waist  of  my  shorts.  She  slid  them  around the  shaft  of  my  cock  and  slowly  increased  the  strength  of her squeeze around it.

I swallowed hard and my jaw dropped slowly down to my chest.  I  kept  my  eyes  shut  —  as  long  as  I  didn’t  see,  I  had plausible  deniability,  didn’t  I.  I  tried  to  warn  her  again,  I tried  to  say  her  name,  but  my  throat  went  dry  and  my breath  got  caught.  She  rolled  herself  onto  her  elbows  and knees  and  her  hair,  like  the  rolling  of  the  deep  sea  in  the orange light of a blazing sunset, fell over and around my lap. I  felt  the  heat  and  pressure  of  her  mouth  close  around  the head of my cock, and then the tautness of her lips as they pushed  down  my  length.  Her  tongue  pressed  up  into  the underside of my cock and it wrapped and swirled around me and I strained in my neck and got lost in the creases of her couch.

I lost all awareness but for sensation, and all sensations in my body, but for my cock. Christina moaned with my shaft deep up in her mouth and I felt the vibrations pluck me like the string of a guitar. The sash of her pristine, angelic white robe fell from her waist and her robe drifted open over my lap.  I  rolled  my  head  to  the  side  and  pushed  my  hand around  her  bare  shoulder  and  drew  her  robe  off  and  down her  back.  She  shivered  in  her  moist  and  freshly  cleaned body enough to make the robe fall off her raised ass, and I gazed  at  her  naked  form,  her  rising  and  falling  shoulders, her contorting and twisting back, and her lifting and falling ass.

She took me as deep in her mouth as she could stuff me. I watched  my  own  hand  like  it  was  on  the  screen,  not  in reality, as it cupped around her bare ass cheeks, squeezed her, and poked and probed down between. My middle finger slipped into the boiling hot and soft wetness I found there, and I fell into her heat before I knew it.

The  show  droned  on.  The  vast  night  sky  out  her  window glittered with the stars. Her hand wrapped around the base of my cock and her mouth suckled on it. She lifted her face from  my  groin  and  smiled  deeply  up  at  me  and  kissed  my neck  and  bit  my  ear.  “Cum  in  my  mouth,”  she  whispered, and  before  I  could  react,  before  I  could  stop  her,  she dropped  back  down  over  me,  and  with  more  studied urgency, she pumped me in her hand and mouth together. Her cheeks sank in, she sucked so hard on me.

“Can’t,” I said, but I had no voice, just breath. I pushed my fingers  through  her  hair  and  tried  to  lift  her  head  from  my lap,  but  she  fought  me  and  made  herself  heavier  on  me.  I strained  in  my  body  from  my  curled  toes  to  my  bulging neck, trying as hard as I could to hold myself back.

But  Christina  was  just  light  enough  with  her  touch,  just fast  enough  with  her  pumping  mouth  and  hand,  just  loud enough  with  her  whimpers  muffled  by  my  cock  in  her mouth, that I felt my body give. I could tell it was losing, and I knew my resistance was failing.

She  could  tell,  too.  She  got  up  over  me  higher  on  her elbows and knees, and she cried on me louder. She sounded like it was she who was on the edge of exploding.

My  body  twitched  and  it  became  impossible  to  maintain my  tension  any  longer.  Her  finger’s  curled  and  her  nails scratched into my abdomen. I exploded into her mouth with a spray of cum and she cried out loud like she was the one cumming.  I  lost  my  breath  and  felt  like  I  was  levitating  off the couch entirely, and she plunged her mouth back down over  me,  sucked  harder,  swallowed,  and  purred,  and  I  felt my  cum  spread  over  my  balls  where  it  gushed  from  her mouth.

I  erupted  into  her  multiple  times  and  she  stayed  on  me throughout, pumping and swallowing me, until I fell down in the cushions of the couch, wasted and spent. She licked up and around the head of my cock and kissed it and chuckled. She  laid  half  sideways  on  the  couch  against  me  where  I sprawled  with  my  eyes  shut,  utterly  exhausted,  and  she waited for me to come back around.

When I did, I got up, I said “thank you for a lovely time,” to which she laughed and shook her head, and she let me find my  own  way  out,  watching  me  from  her  couch  in  her pristine robe, closed but not tied.

In the morning I made my way up to the top floor of the building  as  per  usual.  It  had  been,  at  one  time,  I  thought, maybe  a  meeting  room,  or  a  church  room  —  some  kind  of clubhouse, maybe even a Chinese Triad place. The whole top floor was one vast space with big, half-round windows set all around  it.  Maybe  whoever  built  the  place  over  a  hundred years  previously  belonged  to  a  shriners  club  or  needed  a place  to  hold  political  meetings.  But  for  me,  it  was  secret, private,  and  well-lit  —  and  so  it  became  my  exceedingly private painting studio.

I  never  carried  built  canvases  in  or  out  of  there,  because that  would  draw  unwanted  attention.  All  anyone  saw  was the  guy  who  owns  the  building  carrying  in  occasional bundles of lumber and painter’s drop cloth, as you’d expect the  manager  of  an  apartment  building  to  occasionally require.  I  couldn’t  show  anyone  what  I  made  up  there. Painting  pictures  was  not  what  thuggish  gangsters  did, period, full-stop, end of story. My brothers would smash and burn my pictures. My father would beat me up.

I might not have had any hope of finding anything left of a genuine persona somewhere deep down under all the others hung  over  me  by  my  family.  But  I  had  the  next  best  thing, when I got up to my top floor unseen with the lights out and only the daylight filtered through the glorious semi-circular windows, the double doors to it locked and barred: Up there, I had no persona. I couldn’t have one because there was no time  up  there,  the  space  up  there  extending  to  infinity  in some other dimension as yet undiscovered. The membrane in  that  space  between  what  is  real  and  what  is  imagined was as permeable as a cloud of smoke.

My  brothers  didn’t  know  that  floor  even  existed  because they  were  the  type  who  never  looked  up.  I  don’t  think  my dad even knew the floor was there — one needs a category in  which  to  classify  objects  in  your  world,  and  he  only  had categories for things that could be exploited as a weapon, as a trick, or as a tool. It was an empty floor for him, and as a result, having no use, it was non-existent, almost like me.

The  entire  building  of  eight  apartments,  the  ballroom  on top  of  them,  and  the  bar  under  them,  were  all  vacant,  but for me, so there wasn’t even a concern for the noise I made sawing wood, stapling canvas, playing music, painting. I was alone  —  there  wasn’t  anyone  to  give  me  a  persona,  or anyone for me to project one for.

I’d gotten as good and lost as at any time I’d ever been, up there that morning. My paintings never amount to much and I turn them to face the wall anyway when I’m done. It was never about the picture for me. It was always about getting to that place where there are no voices, no pain, no threats, and  no  violence.  Where  there  is  nothing  to  be  wary  of,  no one  to  be  careful  around,  and  nothing  to  calculate  before moving  or  speaking.  There  was  nothing,  I  mean,  to  worry about.

The  knock  on  the  double  doors  made  me  drop  to  my knees.  I  fell  onto  my  stomach  like  in  a  dream  when  the house is collapsing. There was another knock and my eyes darted  instinctively  to  the  widow  above  the  top  run  of  the wooden fire escape.

And  then  I  heard  the  voice  —  light,  soft,  and  female. “Cole?” it said. It was Tara.

I got up, I whipped off my apron, and flew to the other side of  the  double  doors  across  my  vast  private  but  nearly breached world. “Tara?” I said through the doors.

“I forgot my phone at work last night,” she said, and she rapped again on the back of the door on the other side from where my ear was pressed hard to it.

“How did you get in the building?” I said.

“The door down in the back was open,” she said.

I slapped my forehead. I knew I could not afford to make those three girls lie for me. Letting them know about the top floor  exposed  them  to  the  whole  sham  criminal  world.  I came  home  from  Christina’s  the  previous  night  and  wasn’t even self-aware enough to lock the door behind me when I came back in. Mine was not a world where I could afford to make those kinds of mistakes. She got to me. She took me in  her  mouth.  And  now  look:  I  was  forgetting  to  lock  the doors!

I  looked  over  my  shoulder,  checked  what  could  be  seen, and thrusted the door open only enough to squeeze quickly through, and I took her shoulder in my hand and guided her in  front  of  me  down  the  hall  and  the  stairs  and  away  from the top of the building.

“What’s in there?” she said.

“Nothing,” I said, “let’s go down to the bar, where did you leave it?” I said.

“On  the  kitchen  prep  tables,”  she  said.  “What  are  you doing in there?”

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“It didn’t look like nothing,” she said.

“It’s  just  a  floor,  just  a  space,”  I  said.  “It’s  got  rats  and spiders.”

“You’re lying,” she said, and she laughed. “Anyway, you’ve got paint on her fingers.”

I looked at them. “Covering up rusty pipes,” I said.

“I could see through the gap between the two doors, you know,” she said.

I  got  her  back  into  the  bar  and  we  spotted  the  phone straight  away.  I  pushed  it  into  her  hand  and  turned  her shoulders to the back door.

“You didn’t see anything — why are you even looking?” I said.

“I didn’t know where you were,” she said.

“So call me.”

“I did, like a million times,” she said. “You think we don’t know,  but  we  all  know.  You  hardly  ever  leave  the  building, and  nobody  else  lives  in  the  whole  thing,”  she  said.  “You need to let us in.”

“You aren’t supposed to know about the empty building,” I said.

“Show me what you paint up there,” she said.

I  ducked  my  face  down  and  yanked  my  hair  over  my forehead. “It’s not what you think.”

“I love it, though,” she said.

“You  can’t  .  .  .  “  I  stared.  “I  can’t  .  .  .  “  I  tried  again.  I growled at the floor and thrusted my head back and planted my hands on my hips. “It’s private,” I finally said to her.

“Okay,” she said. “I understand.” She raised herself on her toes  and  planted  a  soft  kiss  on  my  cheek.  “But  it’s  safe  to show  me,  okay?  It’s  safe  with  me  and  Ariel  and  Christina, okay? We’re safe for you,” she said.

“Nothing is safe,” I said. “Nobody is safe.”

“Take me upstairs,” she said. “You’ll see.”

Going  up  into  one  of  their  apartments  and  getting intimate with her . . . . Leaving my building door unlocked . . . . Now another of them peering through the gap of the door at  the  top,  seeing  inside,  watching  me  in  there.  My  whole facade  felt  like  it  was  crumbling  and  there  was  nothing  I could do to stop it.

“Swear,” I said.

“To what?” she said.

“Just fucking swear,” I said, and I turned and lead her back up the stairs.
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