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I stood in the middle of my secret studio atop my old red brick building and slowly, feet shuffling, turned around and around. In every direction, I saw my paintings slashed open and scattered across the floor. They were cut violently. They were  torn  angrily.  Their  stretchers  were  busted.  It  was  a rampage, not a methodical attack —  a rage, not a message.

But  I  wasn’t  worried  about  the  paintings.  I  didn’t  have reason  to  think  any  more  highly  of  them  than  if  they  were cartoon cutouts from the funny pages I’d glued all over my walls up there. Painting was only a way to momentarily turn the  voices  off.  It  was  a  method  that  worked  better  than drinking, and with less hangover, too — that was all it had ever been.

The only overriding thought I had, scanning the horizon of carnage  up  there,  was  that  I  had  tried  so  hard  to  keep Christina, Tara, and Ariel away from the world I grew up in, away from the vitriol and the bullying, the petty and the not-so-petty  crime,  and  the  ugliness  of  the  pointless  violence and scatter-brained rage, but I failed. After relenting to their pressure and letting them move into the empty units below, someone with extreme ill-intent got into the building and up into the secret space above their units where they violated that inner sanctum — and I had no idea it was happening or who it was. I would have been equally unable to protect the girls  if  it  was  them  who  were  the  object  of  the  invader,  it shook me to realize. I had exposed them to that blind raging force  and  I  left  them  unprotected  from  it.  I  had  allowed them into the darkness that was my life, and I promptly let them down as the first challenge came along.

No  matter  how  hard  we  try  to  hermetically  seal  off  the portals  between  the  different  worlds  we  move  through, those worlds seem always to find a way to leak through into each other somewhere and somehow. My brothers and dad might  be  ineffectual  and  paranoid  criminal  losers,  but  that didn’t  mean  they  weren’t  capable  of  bringing  irrational levels  of  violence  to  situations  that  even  mildly  frustrated them. I tried to keep my studio secret from everybody, but the  girls  discovered  it.  I  tried  to  keep  the  girls  secret  from my brothers, but they discovered them. And I tried to keep both secret from . . . . from who? Who found out about the secret studio on top of the building?

It most likely was Joe and Don, but I had to make sure. If it wasn’t them, I had to prepare for  a far greater threat to my girls than two dumb but brutal brothers. The girls worked in my  bar  on  the  ground  floor,  they  now  lived  in  the  units above  the  bar  in  the  building  I  owned,  and  they  were creating  a  future  business  office  on  the  top  floor  of  the building where they also did their college course work. They were all over my building, and now someone proved capable of  coming  into  and  moving  through  the  building  at  will.  It was  a  threat  to  all  I  surrounded  myself  with.  I  needed  to know what I was dealing with before I told the girls what I found up in my studio atop the building. So I phoned Joe.

“It’s time for another meeting on the wharf,” I said, and I gave  him  a  time  and  hung  up.  “The  wharf”  had  become shorthand between us for “serious talk.”

They showed up on time. That could be good news or bad, I wasn’t sure yet.

“Did you go into my building?” I said straight up, even as they  were  still  climbing  out  of  their  stupid-looking  Dodge Charger  with  the  orange  flames  down  the  side.  I  came around the back of their car while Joe was still pushing the seatbelt  off  his  arm  like  some  unwanted  clinging  animal, and I seized him by his throat and pressed him back against the  wide  inside  of  his  open  drivers’  door  hard  enough  to bend it on its creaking hinges.

“The fuck, Cole!?” he said. He might have been twice my weight  with  a  hundred  times  my  experience  throwing  it around,  but  he  recognized  anger  when  it  raged  in  front  of him and he chose not to take it on, not right away, anyway. He humored me — he let me push him backward, he put his hands up, and he popped his eyes wide open and down at me.

“Did  you  go  up  inside  my  building?”  I  said  again, screaming  at  him,  pressing  his  throat  between  my  thumb and fingers.

He still let me have at him. He could easily have dropped me  in  a  second,  but  he  chose  to  deal  with  me  instead.  It scared me more than if he fought me off.

“I  would  never  do  that  —  you  know  that!”  he  shouted. “That would be suicide — that would be the stupidest thing I could ever do!” he said. “And I’ve done a lot of stupid things — as you know!”

My threat to him, to reveal to dad that he was skimming the “company” profits, was a more effective deterrent than I had ever hoped. I was surprised it remained such a fear to him,  that  I  might  one  day  have  reason  to  tell  dad  what  I discovered about him and Don and the money. But our eyes caught each other’s eyes, and in that exchange of gazes, we both realized that not everyone present was accounted for, stupid things being the matter on the table.

With  my  hand  still  clasped  around  his  throat,  we  both turned  toward  Don  over  the  roof  of  the  car.  He  was  still, slowly,  climbing  up  and  out  of  the  passenger  seat,  looking back  over  the  roof  at  us,  terror  filing  his  face  —  although, with  Don,  you  had  to  be  careful  with  the  meaning  of  his expressions. Terror was an expression that came to his face even at rest and could just as likely be confusion in another context.

“Did you go in there?” I said to him.

“You piss me off so fucking much, Cole!” he said back, spit and steam coming out his loose, flapping mouth.

“Don wouldn’t do that,” Joe said, but he was squinting his eyes at his brother just as suspiciously as I was.

“Shut up, Joe,” I said.

He glanced back at me. Neither he nor anyone ever heard me talk like that before. I never heard myself talk like that before. The girls, I thought: they were changing me in ways I didn’t even realize.

“You did it?” I said to Don.

Don  pointed  randomly  straight  out  across  the  river  at nothing for a long moment. Then he turned back to me and Joe.  “How  is  it  you  just  get  to  walk  away  from  all  of  dad’s shit, huh?!” he screamed with one eye clenched shut. “How come  you  get  to  just  walk  away  and  get  your  own  fucking life!?” He slammed the car door and came around the front of the hood like he was angling to take me on — which he could have done even more easily than Joe. In fact, he could have  dropped  Joe  as  easily  as  Joe  could  have  dropped  me, though he didn’t know it. He never knew Joe and even dad were  afraid  of  him,  he  was  so  big,  so  lumbering,  so  hard, and so rage-filled all the time. Only Joe’s open drivers’ door remained between us.

“You  get  everything  —  your  own  bar!  Your  own  fucking building! And those girls! Fuck!” he shouted, and he spit at the ground so hard a cloud of dust exploded back up from the  dirt.  “We  —  me  and  Joe,  we’re  supposed  to  be  the favored  sons!”  he  shouted  so  close  to  my  face,  his  spit  hit me.  He  pointed  his  finger  at  his  own  chest  and  at  Joe’s chest, back and forth several times, rapidly. It was another of dad’s  dumb  favorite  phrases  from  some  movie:  “Favored sons.” “But all we get is this dumb-ass piece of shit car!” he screamed.

I  snorted  and  turned  away  and  curled  my  lips  in  against my teeth, struggling not to laugh. I let go of Joe’s neck and turned around to hide my face. I didn’t know he knew what a  stupid  car  it  was.  I  didn’t  know  dad  gave  them  that  car, either. I suddenly realized the reason it was a Dodge Charger all painted up like that: it was yet another part of dad’s bird-brained fantasies of being in some B-grade mob movie from the  70s.  I  think  I  even  recalled  which  movie  it  was  in  this case.  They  truly  were  living  inside  dad’s  mind.  It  was  sad and funny at the same time.

“What did you do, Don?” Joe asked him.

I looked at Joe but I remained on the verge of bursting out laughing.  Both  of  them  had  for  so  long  been  living  inside dad’s  mind,  they  didn’t  even  know  what  it  was  like  on  the outside. And all of this time, I thought I was the one trapped between worlds.

“He slashed up all my paintings,” I said.

“You’re what?” Joe said.

“I have paintings, up on the top floor of the building.”

“The top floor? What?” Joe said.

I rolled my eyes. “There’s a hidden top floor,” I said to Joe, but I was still holding Don’s flaming eyes with mine. I knew he was on the cusp of exploding with violence. He could just as likely, though, collapse on the ground and curl up and cry.

“And you got paintings up there? What the fuck?” Joe said, squinting and shaking his head side to side.

“Paint, like pictures on canvas,” I said.

“What, like investments like?” Joe said.

“No, fuck-nuts, I make the paintings,” I said.

“What do you mean you make the paintings?” he said. Joe was just as apt as Don to hit things he didn’t understand. I had to be careful.

“He fucking paints paintings you dumb piece of shit!” Don screamed at him.

Or  I  could  enlist  the  even  more  dangerous  and unpredictable Don to explain things to Joe . . . .

Joe looked at me like I was an alien who landed in some spaceship  beside  his  car.  The  concept  of  someone  making something,  of  someone  being  creative,  of  someone attempting  to  make  something  beautiful,  was  as  foreign  a concept to Joe as anything he could possibly apprehend.

“You  make  pictures?”  Joe  said  quietly,  more  to  himself than to me, as though he was wrapping his mind for the first time around the whole idea of art. 

“Yeah  and  maybe  I  want  to  make  pictures  too!”  Don shouted. “But oh no!!”

“So you cut all of mine up, is that right?” I said to him.

“You’re  fucking  rights  I  did!”  he  shouted,  and  he  turned half away.

Joe raised his confused gaze from the ground  up to Don. He  was  amazed,  I  think,  that  Don  proved  capable  of  doing something of his own volition, of coming up with an action and  following  through  on  it  without  direction  from  him  or dad.

“You did that?” Joe said, more astonished than upset, his face bordering on pride and admiration for him.

“I’m  sorry,”  Don  said  to  me,  turning  to  me  over  his shoulder.

The moment was easily the most bizarre experience I had had with those two as adults. I prided myself on anticipating what  everyone  might  do  in  whatever  the  situation  that might  arise.  This,  after  all,  is  a  skill  seen  most  readily  in those  who  come  from  bullying,  violent  households  where they needed to predict the reactions of others as a means of survival from a young age onward. But I did not see that one coming  —  Don  apologizing.  “Sorry”  was  not,  I  had  always assumed,  in  the  vocabulary  of  any  of  them,  and  I  didn’t know what to do with Don’s apology.

I shook my head at him in the manner of a disappointed father, which I knew was more hurtful to him than anything I could have unleashed upon him physically, and I spit at the ground like he did. I went back to my car and sped away. In truth, I didn’t know what to do with either of them, but I did learn  what  I  came  to  find  out  —  it  was  one  of  them  who done it, and not some new, unknown threat, and I was glad about that, at least.

But  Don’s  apology  —  I  couldn’t  get  it  out  of  my  head.  It was withering to me. It made me shiver to think about.

I met Christina, Tara, and Ariel downstairs when they got back from their campus.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I said.

“What isn’t?” Christina said.

“You’re going to be alarmed, but I already looked after it,” I said.

“Alarmed  about  what?”  Tara  said.  They  were  all  growing agitated as I lead them upstairs and through the secret door into the top-floor studio space.

They  all  covered  their  mouths  and  inhaled  with  shock  at the scattered, busted frames and slashed canvases.

“My  brothers’  contribution  to  my  art,”  I  said.  I  gestured broadly with my outstretched arm.

They filled with rage at Joe and Don, but I let them. I didn’t want them to know that I spent the day trying to conclude it wasn’t  someone  else.  Joe  and  Don,  brutal  and  maniacal  as they  could  be,  were  far  safer  candidates  as  those  who brought  that  destruction  than  anyone  else.  They  were known  quantities,  for  starters.  I  didn’t  tell  them,  though, that it was Don acting alone, and not the both of them. I had to think about Don. He surprised me. I felt embarrassed for him.  I  didn’t  want  to  single  him  out  just  yet.  His  apology threw me off. As did his suggestion about being interested himself in art.

“I can’t believe it!” Christina said.

“All your work!” Tara said.

I  nodded,  scanning  around  the  floor  at  all  the  paintings, destroyed and stomped on.

Ariel ran her hand up my back and patted me. “You know . . . ” she said. “ . . . there are piles of examples in art history where a painter loses all his work in a fire or something, and only then does he come into his own, only then does he find his  style,  once  he’s  freed  from  all  his  old  conceptions  of himself.” She nodded and scanned around the floor with me. “It could be looked at as a purging, as a blood letting, as a letting go,” she said.

Tara dropped her mouth open at Ariel. “How could you say that?”

I  nodded,  though.  “She’s  right,”  I  said  to  Tara.  “And  I’d never be able to do that to my own work.”

They  helped  me  clean  up  the  mess,  which  involved nothing  much  more  than  carrying  broken  frames  and  torn-up shreds of canvas downstairs and out back to the big blue dumpster. When we finished, I scanned around the studio.

“It’s  just  like  Ariel  said,”  I  said  to  them.  “It  feels  totally liberating.”

“New life,” Ariel said. “New time. New direction. New art.”

It was late by the time we came down the steps and stood in the hallway between our apartment doors. “You still have to choose, though,” Ariel said.

“I’m still not used to this,” I said.

“If  there’s  ever  an  issue  with  it,  we’ll  tell  you,”  Christina said.

“How  am  I  supposed  to  choose?  I  like  you  all,”  I  said. “Obviously.”

“We’re  all  different,”  Ariel  said.  “You  feel  different  about each  of  us,  too.  So,  all  you  do  is,  you  just  think  about  who matches your feelings right now. It’s a kind of voice you have to use. You have to show your preference in the moment.”

I looked at Tara but I looked away when she saw my eyes and she grinned.

“I’m  feeling  quieter,  I’m  feeling  exhausted,  less  energy, like,” I said. “It was a draining day.”

“And?” Ariel said.

I  tried  to  fight  it,  but  all  three  of  them  stood  facing  me with eager anticipation and wouldn’t let me squirm off the hook.  They  all  tugged  on  their  hands  behind  their  backs, curling the shoulders back and jutting their chests out. They each  rocked  side  to  side,  grinning  and  teasing  me.  Only  it wasn’t  anticipation  about  being  picked,  it  was  anticipation about  me  expressing  myself,  I  realized.  It  was  like  I  had become a group project for them. They were each ten years younger  than  me,  but  because  they  talked  about  things without me, they collectively had me beat. They figured me out. They were going to fix me. I was their work-in-progress — I was their art.

I reached out toward Tara and she bit her lip, she stepped forward,  and  she  wrapped  her  hand  around  my  hand  and squeezed me. We went through her door together and she shut  it  behind  me.  I  didn’t  look,  but  I  could  hear  both Christina and Ariel squeal with delight and excitement. Who does that?

Tara  leaned  her  tight,  taut  body  into  mine  and  pushed herself  up  on  her  toes  to  nibble  on  my  bottom  lip.  She twisted her hands around with my fingers entwined in hers. She  inhaled  through  her  clenched  teeth  and  opened  her mouth  to  gasp  up  to  me  from  the  back  of  her  throat.  She rubbed her pelvis against mine side to side.

“So why did you choose me for tonight?” she said, closely and intimately.

“You’re different from the other two,” I said.

She snorted lightly and ran her tongue along the bottom edge  of  my  top  teeth.  “We’re  all  different,  didn’t  Ariel  just tell you that?”

“You’re  more  subdued  than  they  are,”  I  said.  “You’re quieter, you’re more mysterious. More inscrutable.”

“I like to think more before I speak,” she said. “It’s true. My professors are always telling me I should speak more. I have good ideas, apparently.”

She pushed herself back up to me and we walked hand in hand to her bedroom. At the foot of her bed, we faced each other. I unbuttoned her top and she undid my pants.

“I like it,” I said. “You have things to say, I can tell, you just choose not to say them yet.”

“That’s  exactly  what  it  is!”  she  said,  and  she  lifted  her eyes, bright and wide to mine, even as she tucked her hands down and inside my loosened pants, and she pushed them down to make them fall down my legs and crumple around my ankles.

I carefully guided her top down her arms  behind her back and laid it over a chair, before I unzipped the tiny zipper at the  side  of  her  pencil  skirt.  She  lifted  my  shirt  up  over  my head and pushed my shorts down. I held her skirt for her to step out of and I draped it over the chair with her top. She cradled  my  cock  in  the  palm  of  one  hand  and  caressed  it lightly with the fingertips of her other hand. I unclasped her bra,  eased  the  straps  down  her  arms,  and  took  it  from  her body.  I  pushed  her  panties  down  her  legs.  She  held  my shoulder for balance and stepped out of them. We started to kiss again, pushing our hands through each other’s hair and pressing our now-nude bodies together. She was warm, soft, and smooth. Her body — all their bodies — were works of art to me.

“You’re  a  big  picture  type  of  person,”  I  said.  “Calmly considering all takes on a subject before pronouncing on it.”

She  snorted  and  half  looked  down  and  away  “How  come you  know  me  so  well  like  that?”  she  said  as  she  stepped backward  to  kneel  on  the  end  of  her  bed  behind  her,  and she pulled me with her hand to kneel on her bed with her. She laughed when we came together again, kneeling — my cock, now hard, poking her between her legs.

“I think maybe I grew up needing to automatically analyze people and predict them,” I said. I left out why — there was no need, I thought, to tell of the bullying, the violence, the constant  need  to  surveil  my  surroundings  and  locate  my exits.

“Are  you  predicting  me  right  now?”  she  said,  and  she chuckled and pushed her face into the crook of my neck as if to hide. She kissed a trail of tiny kisses over my collarbone, down  over  my  chest  and,  pulling  her  body  back  into  a crouch in front of me, she came down onto her elbows and knees. She kissed her way past my stomach, down into my abdomen,  and  finally,  she  kissed  the  crease  between  my pelvis and the shaft of my cock.

She  dragged  her  tongue  around  the  base  of  my  erection and  she  curled  her  face  up  to  find  my  face  looming  high over her where I remained kneeling on the foot of her bed, and she laughed.

“It’s hard to think or predict anything at all with you doing that,” I said.

“Doing what?” she said full of feigned innocence, and she darted her tongue out and lashed my cock with it. “Sure you aren’t assuming things?” she said. She lifted my cock with her  fingers  and  thumb  like  someone  holding  a  fat  pencil, and she pushed her puckered lips at the tip of the head of it. She made a loud kissing sound on me and looked up again through  her  straight  and  shining  curtains  of  dark  brunette hair and she laughed some more. She dragged the head of my cock over her cheekbone and eyelid and played with it, chasing  it,  nipping  at  it,  rubbing  it  all  over  her  pretty  face like it was a makeup powder brush.

“I  should  know  better  than  to  assume  anything  with  the quiet one at the back of the room,” I said.

She squealed and chirped and slid her tightly circled lips over  the  head  of  my  cock  and  sank  her  mouth  half  way down  my  shaft,  before  pulling  back  up  and  off  me  with  a suction-popping  sound.  She  wrapped  her  fist  around  the base of my shaft and squeezed me hard. “How do you know I  always  sit  at  the  back  of  the  room?”  she  said.  “Are  you spying on me at school?”

She didn’t wait for my answer before pushing her mouth all the way down the length of my cock until her tight lips pressed in a circle around the base.

“Because  that’s  where  big-picture  people  always  like  to sit,”  I  said.  “So  you  can  monitor  and  calculate  everyone  in front of you, and from behind, too, so they don’t know.”

She pulled up and off my cock and reached her hands over my shoulders to pull herself up to kneeling, again, in front of me,  and  we  pressed  our  warm,  nude  bodies  together.  She sank her tongue into my mouth and moaned inside our kiss.

“I don’t know if I’m so comfortable with a man laying me so  bare  in  front  of  him,”  she  said.  She  laughed  and  she started  to  tilt  backward.  She  pulled  me,  hanging  from  me, until I couldn’t hold her weight anymore, and I came down onto  my  hands  and  knees  over  her  fallen  body  where  she laid back onto her bed under me. She lifted her knees and spread  her  thighs  to  drag  her  ankles  up  around  my  waist, and she locked her feet together in the small of my back.

“It  seems  to  me  you  love  nothing  more  than  to  spread yourself bare under me,” I said.

She  laughed  and  rolled  her  head  rapidly  to  one  side  and the other, and she blushed. She looked back up at me from the pillows she rocked her head over, and through strands of her long, straight hair, she flashed her eyes wide and glassy at me.

“It’s embarrassing,” she said in a tiny voice.

I leaned down to kiss her lips and she arched up hard in her  back,  thrusting  her  bare  chest  up  toward  me.  She emitted tiny cries inside our kiss.

“What is?” I said.

“Knowing,” she said in a whisper.

“Knowing what?” I said.

She rolled her head sideways again and bit my wrist. “Just put  it  in  me,  would  you?”  she  said  in  a  hushed,  shy  voice, and her body squirmed under me.

I sat back on my calves and held my straining hard cock in my hand. She lifted herself on her heels and shoulders and pushed her groin up off the bed and up to my hips. She tried to  find  the  head  of  my  cock  with  her  gyrating  pussy.  She grunted  with  annoyance  at  me  when  I  covered  the  head with  my  palm,  preventing  her  from  capturing  it  with  her puffy, swollen, and gurgling wet lips.

“Knowing what?” I said again.

She  snorted  and  rolled  her  eyes  and  bulged  them  at  me and  she  jutted  her  jaw.  She  pressed  her  bottom  teeth  into her top lip as though to show me her fangs, and she shook her head.

“It turns me on, okay?” she finally said.

I  slid  my  hand  off  the  head  of  my  cock  and  let  the  tip touch,  barely,  the  lips  of  her  soaking  pussy.  She  grunted again and tried to push her pussy lips up over the head of my cock, but I retracted my hips from hers.

“What turns you on?” I said.

She  thrusted  her  head  back  toward  her  headboard  and curled  her  hands  into  fists.  She  brought  her  eyes  back  to mine  and  half-lidded  them  at  me,  showing  me  just  how annoyed she was becoming with me.

“Knowing  you  were  in  Ariel’s  bed  last  night,  okay?”  she said.

“Why does that turn you on so much?” I said.

She flopped her whole body side to side below me. “I don’t know!” she cried out loud and she punched her fists down into her bed. “But it just does, okay?” she said. “A lot!”

“Knowing that I was fucking Ariel last night?” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at me and pursed her lips. But she also  wrapped  her  hands  around  my  waist  and  pulled  me hard enough, the head of my cock finally penetrated the lips of her pussy.

“See?” she said. “I knew you’d find it weird.”

“After  what  happened  on  Christina’s  couch  that  night,”  I said,  “I’m  not  sure  anything  you  can  say  anymore  would strike  me  as  weird.”  I  sank  down  on  her  and  entered  her pussy more deeply with my erection.

She arched deeper in her back and inhaled sharply.

“I  still  don’t  know  how  that  happened,”  she  said, squeezing  her  words  out  through  her  clenched  teeth.  “Or even really what happened,” she said.

I came down over her body and I pushed my hips against her  hips  until  my  cock  was  entirely  engulfed  inside  her pussy,  and  she  stretched  and  moaned  under  me  and writhed and squirmed. We kissed and I had an insight pop into my head about another possible reason they all seemed to love sharing me.

“Do you need me to describe it to you?” I said.

She  laughed  with  a  squeal  and  she  raised  her  head enough  to  bite  my  shoulder.  “I  know  what  happened, dummy!” she said, and she flopped back down, thrusted her arms  straight  out  to  her  sides,  and  stretched  her  legs  out straight,  pointing  them  up  to  the  ceiling.  “Now  pound  my little  body  under  you!”  she  said.  “Fuck  me  hard  enough  to break me!” she cried up to me from the pillows she sank her head back into.

I was caught off guard by her sudden turn.

“Fuck you as hard as I fucked Ariel last night you mean?” I said into her ear.

Her  body  contorted  violently  under  me  and  her  hips pushed up with jerking thrusts. She punched my shoulders and kicked my ass with her heels curling in. “Yes!” she said, squeezing  her  words  out  through  her  grimacing  mouth. “Fuck me even harder than you fucked her!” she cried with a voice thinned by too-little breath.

I buried her under my body and I snapped my hips forward and shoved my cock into the depths of her pussy. I held her head down between my hands, and though she twisted and snapped  under  me  and  pulled  her  face  away  from  mine,  I caught her mouth with my mouth and I penetrated her lips with my tongue. She moaned in protest, but she sucked on it, too.

“I spent myself inside Ariel last night,” I said directly into her ear.

“Did you love it, cumming inside her sweet little pussy?” she said, huffing and puffing under me.

“Her pussy clenched onto me, it contracted and pulled on me  until  I  couldn’t  hold  myself  back  anymore,”  I  said, holding her down tighter under me.

“Did she cum too, when you filled her up with your cum?” she said, almost crying, barely able to talk, she was so out of breath.

“She came so hard,” I said into her ear, holding her head tighter.  “I  could  feel  her  climax.  I  felt  her  leak  all  over  me. Her whole body vibrated,” I said.

“Oh fuck, Cole!” Tara groaned. “Are you going to fill me up like that, too?” she said.

“I’m going to cum so hard inside you,” I said to her.

She  thrashed  on  the  bed  under  me.  She  bit  my  arm  so hard, she left marks. I tried to hold back, but she moved too much under me, bucking and writhing like that. The tension in me shot up and burst out, and I sprayed the depths of her pussy  with  my  cum  so  much,  it  gushed  out  of  her  and  ran down between her legs.

But she remained silent and stiff, her whole body tight as a highly-stressed cable, and her face pulled back from mine with  a  pained  grimace.  Finally,  her  tension  broke  too,  and she cried out to the ceiling and fell back down onto the bed. I  fell  off  her  body  and  rolled  onto  my  back  and  she  rolled sideways  away  from  me  and  pulled  the  sheets  up  around her  wasted  body  until  she  was  nearly  completely  hidden from me.

I  leaned  over  and  kissed  the  back  of  her  neck,  but  she pulled away from me and clung to the side edge of her bed.

“Okay?” I said.

She didn’t answer.

I  left  her  to  be  for  a  few  more  minutes,  but  then  she sniffed and wiped her eye with the heel of her hand.

I leaned over her from behind. “Talk to me, Tara,” I said.

She twisted around enough to find me over her shoulder and,  with  glazed  eyes,  wet  and  dilated,  she  kissed  me  on the  lips.  “It’s  okay,”  she  said  in  a  half-whisper.  “Just  hold me?”

I  pulled  myself  up  behind  her  and  spooned  her  and  she tugged my arms around her body and pressed herself back against me. We fell asleep like that.

I  woke  up  in  the  middle  of  the  night  and  looked  down.  I was  lying  on  my  back.  In  my  lap,  Tara’s  head  of  long, straight  dark  hair  bobbed.  It  was  only  after  I  reasoned  out what she was doing that I felt the sensation of her doing it — sucking me off while I slept.

When she noticed I was awake, she giggled and climbed up my body and reached down between her legs. She found my cock under her and stood me up as she lowered her hips down  to  mine.  I  opened  my  mouth  to  speak,  but  she “shh’ed” me and sank her body down over me. She took her hand away and laid her face sideways on my chest. Her body rocked back and forth and she tucked her hips in and curled them out, taking me deeper inside her pussy until we were fully engaged.

I tapped her shoulders but she ignored me. She remained silent, but her breath suddenly stopped. A moment later, her whole  body  stopped  moving.  Insider  her  pussy,  I  felt  her muscles contract around my cock. I tried to warn her again, but she suddenly gasped and lifted her face from my chest like  someone  who’d  just  been  stabbed  to  death.  Her  pussy was too tight and it moved too rhythmically on me for me to resist, and I ejaculated up into her. She exhaled heavy and hard at the same time, and I felt her juice run out of her.

She pulled her body away from mine, stretched to find my mouth with hers, kissed me, and said, “Thank you” in a light whisper.

“For what?” I said in a near whisper myself, just like her.

“You  make  me  feel  free  to  be  me,”  she  said.  “Like  I  can finally  express  myself.  Do  whatever  I  want,  no  matter  how bad.”

I  could  only  kiss  her.  She  took  the  words  out  of  my  own mouth. We both fell asleep again, tangled up in each other’s limbs, spent again.

In the morning, I slipped out of Tara’s warm bed and went down the street to the cafe to get my usual order of 4 cups of  coffee,  each  one  fixed  the  way  they  individually  liked them,  according  to  the  notes  I  kept  on  my  phone.  I  even carried  my  own  four-cup  tray  to  bring  them  safely  back  to my three girls. I stepped outside onto the morning sidewalk to wait for the barrista to finish making them. That’s where I found Don, standing on the curb, slouched, staring down at the pavement.

I looked up and down the sidewalk behind him but didn’t see Joe or dad, so I stepped up beside him and stared at the pavement like he was.

“You’re brave,” I said.

He seemed unsurprised I was there and that I stepped up beside him.

“I ain’t running no more,” he said. “My street too.”

“How far is this going for you?” I said.

He  looked  at  me  sideways,  over  his  shoulder.  Don’s  eyes had  always  been,  up  to  that  point,  a  certain  kind  of  dead sort of eyes. That day, it was like a translucent skin had been shed from them. They pierced me with a clarity and a flame I’d never seen before.

“I owe you,” he said. “I destroyed what you created.”

I  slapped  him  on  the  back.  It  was  like  hitting  the  side  of barn.  “Don’t  even  mention  it,”  I  said.  I  didn’t  know  how  to explain to him that what he’d done had played the role of a liberation for me. “In fact,” I said, “I could use some of your creative destruction today,” I said.

“You need me to look after someone?” he said.

I chuckled until I realized he was deadly serious.

“No,  no!”  I  said.  “That  shit  store  in  my  building  is  closed finally,” I said. “But they left behind all their shit — shelves and false walls and whatever,” I said. “I could use you to tear it all down inside and dumpster it all out the back.”

“I can do that for you,” he said and he nodded, still as full of duty and obligation as ever.

I laughed. “I know you can, brother,” I said. “Come on up when you’re ready, I’ll show you what I need.”

“You’re okay with me coming up your block?” he said.

“I think so,” I said.

I  went  back  inside  and  loaded  up  my  tray  with  the  four ready coffees and came back out to trek back up the street to  my  building.  Don  fell  in  alongside  me  and  we  walked without talking. I hand’t meant for him to come right away, but I didn’t want to embarrass him. So I let him come with me.

I  let  him  into  the  vacated  store  beside  the  bar  and  told him the general nature of the issue: “This space needs to be empty to the walls — actually, past the walls, to the studs,” I said. “We’ll hang new drywall.”

“Pretty good stuff,” he said, slapping a metal shelf. “Food and  shit,  too,”  he  said,  picking  up  a  can  of  spaghetti  and meatballs to examine the label more closely.

“Do what you want with any of it,” I said, “but the space needs to be hollowed out.”

I left him in there and went upstairs and delivered coffee cups to the floor outside each girl’s door, and I knocked to let them know. It had become an essential routine for them each weekday morning.

We met up in the hallway together. They liked going to the campus together to have a business meeting on the bus and talk  about  next  steps  with  our  budding  enterprise.  They could hear a crash under the floor and they all looked at me with renewed alarm. It wasn’t so long ago that my studio on the floor above had been ripped apart, after all.

I calmed them. “Don’s tearing apart the old store,” I said. “Cleaning it out today.”

“Don?” they all said in unison.

“I hired him this morning,” I said.

“Don your brother?” Ariel said. Her mouth dropped to her chest.

“The same one who tore up all your work?” Christina said.

“He apologized,” I said.

Tara knew right away the depth of the significance of what I’d told them. “So now he’s working for you?” she said.

“We’ll  see  how  long  it  goes,”  I  said.  “There  are  some redeeming qualities to the guy,” I said. “He does what he’s asked to do, for one thing.”

“What  if  your  dad  finds  out  he’s  working  for  you  now?” Christina said.

“He knows the risks,” I said, and I shrugged.

“It’s pretty weird,” Ariel said.

“There’s lots of things going on that are pretty weird right now,” I said. “People surprise you,” I said, and I glanced at Tara. She smirked and looked down and away.

Don  proved  to  be  even  more  useful  than  I  imagined  he would be. When the old store space was cleaned out, I asked him if he ever did drywalling before.

“Nope,” he said, “but I learned stuff before.”

“You got me there,” I said. He ended up doing a fine job of it, too, as well as the painting.

“You know what I think is the best part of jobs?” he said to me one morning. I was now buying five cups of coffee and needed his help with them.

“What’s that?” I said, walking back with him.

“I  like  cleaning  up,”  he  said.  “At  the  end  of  each  day,  at the end of a job, whatever,” he said. “I like cleaning it up,” he repeated, and he nodded with confidence at the sidewalk in front of us.

We  walked  in  silence  a  block  before  I  spoke  again.  “You know,”  I  said.  “I’ve  never  liked  how  the  company  does  the cleaning  in  our  bar  each  morning,”  I  said.  “If  I  bought  the equipment,”  I  said  to  him  with  a  half-grin,  “would  you  like that contract?”

“I’ll do you one better,” he said. “You get the equipment, and  I  can  clean  the  whole  building,  hallways  and  shit,”  he said. “Bar, budding, store, and fix shit too. I like fixing shit.”

“That,”  I  said  to  him  with  a  grin,  “is  what  they  call  a Building Manager.”

He smirked and snorted. “Building Manager,” he repeated to himself. “I like the sound of that.”

Before long, Don was cleaning the bar and the rest of the building every day, he was constructing new canvas framing for  me  up  in  the  workshop  end  of  my  studio,  he  was cleaning  the  girls’  office  space  every  night,  doing  all  the little  repairs  that  an  old  building  like  that  one  constantly needed,  and  he  was  moving  our  furniture  around,  too,  on demand.  He was even hanging artists’ pictures in the new, as-yet unopened gallery for Christina, down in what used to be  the  shit  store.  I  set  him  up  with  a  picture  framing  and crating  and  shipping  room  behind  a  new  wall  across  the back of the gallery.

The  grand  opening  for  our  art  gallery  finally  came.  Ariel had selected the artists and the paintings for the walls and Christina decided where each should go. She also managed the social media accounts we set up, and we knew from the response online, it was going to be a big day. Tara, though, had all the back office procedures ready, and had us already set  up  to  take  payment  in  virtually  any  form  known  to mankind.

The business offices on the back of the top floor hummed with activity and conferencing. The back room of the gallery —  and  the  whole  building  inside  and  out  —  gleamed  with cleanliness. The bar was profitable. I had stacks of blank and primed canvasses at the ready throughout my studio. Things were looking very good.

The  night  before  our  gallery  opening,  I  came  down  and tapped on Christina’s door. Before she yanked me inside by the  wrist,  both  Tara  and  Ariel  peeked  out  their  own  doors, and both laughed and pointed at me.

“Caught you!” Ariel said.

“Enjoy!” Tara said.

I shut the door behind me and turned Christina by her hips and guided her from behind to her bedroom.

She reached behind her neck and flipped her cascades of wavy  blonde  hair  up  and  over  her  head  so  it  fell  over  her face, and she squealed and laughed and hopped up on her bed.

I hugged her from the floor, bringing her hips to my face. She laughed when I unbuttoned the waist of her tight, faded jeans.

“Are you going to look after me tonight?” she said, and she combed her fingers through the front of my hair.

“You my girl,” I said to her.

She  snorted  and  kicked  her  heels  down.  I  curled  my fingers around the waist of her panties and drew them down her thighs.

“You seem pretty comfortable with our arrangement these days,” she said, and she held her balance with a hand sunk into the top of my head as she lifted one foot and then the other out of the panties I held down for her.

“Feeling pretty comfortable,” I said, and I leaned forward and  pressed  my  face  into  the  light,  thin  floss  of  her  pussy, and I kissed her lips down there.

She  squealed  again  and  re-settled  her  feet  wider  on  the bed  to  keep  her  balance.  “I  like  it  when  you  take  charge,” she said.

“That’s because you’re so bossy in real life,” I said, and I flicked  my  tongue  at  her  lips  and  poked  the  hardened  tip between  them  and  dragged  my  tongue  down  and  up through the cleft of her running pussy lips.

“Are we all like that?” she said in a cooing and soft voice, as she pushed her fingers through my hair and looked down to watch me lick her.

“Only you are so bossy,” I said.

She  laughed,  but  only  until  she  gasped.  I  found  her clitoris, hard and rising, and I kissed it and sucked on it.

“I mean opposite to who we are when you’ve got us out of our panties like this,” she said.

I lapped at her pussy and squeezed her ass from behind.

She  jutted  her  hips  and  dropped  her  mouth  open.  “Fuck that’s good,” she moaned gutturally to herself.

“Yes,” I said. “All of you.” I spread her pussy lips with my fingers and circled her clit with the tip of my tongue.

Her legs shook and she held her breath. “Does that mean that . . . “ she started, but she paused and dropped her head back and inhaled deeply toward her ceiling. “ . . . that Tara is actually  loud  in  bed?”  she  said.  Her  legs  quaked  and  she pressed a hand into the wall behind her to keep from falling over from where she stood uncertainly on her bed.

I  hummed  with  my  lips  against  her  clit  and  I  pushed  my tongue inside her pussy. “She is loud and rude and very, very dirty,” I said.

Christina  grunted  and  laughed  at  the  same  time,  before her knees gave way and she fell to a kneel, and then back onto her back.

I  followed  her  down  and  crouched  between  her  legs  and pushed them wider open.

“How dirty is she?” she said.

“She  loves  it  when  I  tell  her  how  I  fuck  you  and  Ariel,”  I said.

“Oh my god,” Christina said, her voice quavering, her eyes drawing  back,  her  back  arching  up.  “Do  you  tell  her everything?” she groaned.

“I tell her how I eat you out,” I said, “and what you sound like when you cum.”

Christina  rocked  side  to  side  under  me.  She  gasped  and cried and twisted and squirmed. “Do you tell her how much I love sucking you off?” she said.

“I tell her how you like me to cum all over your face and tits,”  I  said.  I  sucked  her  clit  up  between  my  lips  and  her body vibrated violently under me.

“Jesus,  Cole!”  she  groaned.  “Do  you  tell  Ariel  too?”  she said, nearly crying, nearly unable to force out the words.

“I tell her how you beg for it,” I said. I could feel her body become more tense under mine, and her breathing stop and start. “How you beg me to fuck you.”

“What  does  she  say?”  Christina  said  in  mostly  a  hoarse whisper.

That was the last thing she said. I touched her clitoris with my tongue wide and flat, and her body twitched, her breath sucked  in  deeply  and  stopped,  and  her  thighs  went  hard.  I lapped  at  her  again  and  her  body  trembled  and  vibrated. She punched my shoulder and bit her sheets. Before I could lap  at  her  pussy  again,  her  body  shot  up  on  her  heels  and shoulders,  she  mashed  her  hips  into  my  face,  and  she grimaced hard and wide across her face.

I  came  off  her  and  she  rippled  throughout  her  body. Spasms  seized  her  from  the  inside  out.  Her  eyes  shut  and her mouth drew more widely open. She seemed to balance on the threshold between holding it back and losing hold of it  altogether  for  seconds,  before  she  collapsed  under  me, cupped her hands around her pussy, and lifted her knees up. She pushed everything she had down into her core.

I  came  away  from  her  and  she  started  laughing.  She always  laughed  after  cumming.  “Come  on,”  she  said  with excitement and adventure, and she pulled me behind her to her bathroom and her shower. “Do you want a blowjob in the shower? I do!” she said.

I went to my own bed that night. In the morning, I got the usual five coffees. It was a Saturday — so no school for the girls.  Our  grand  opening  was  scheduled  for  noon.    We  did last  minute  straightening  in  the  gallery,  everybody  rushing around  full  of  jangling  nerves  and  uncontainable excitement, none more than Don, who continued to surprise me.

We  had  a  crowd  waiting  out  front  already,  thanks  to Christina’s marketing skills. We had a gallery looking like it was instantly important, thanks to Ariel’s art knowledge. We had  a  business  model  that  was  humming  before  we  even thrusted open the doors, thanks to Tara’s business acumen. And  we  had  a  clean,  orderly,  and  perfectly  functioning building, thanks to Don’s surprising attention to detail, and ability  to  work  without  direction.  Joe  was  right,  back  then: Don  revealed  a  strong  streak  of  self-initiative  the  day  he wreaked  havoc  upon  my  gallery.  The  energy  just  needed channeling.

We opened our doors and people flooded in. We had local media covering it. We had local political reps there to soak in  it.  We  had  important  artists  hanging  around.  We  had buyers  and  collectors  filling  the  space.  Other  prominent gallery  owners  from  downtown  couldn’t  help  themselves and  had  to  see  it.  If  there  was  a  perfect  gallery  opening,  I couldn’t imagine it being better than what we had that day.

I stepped back from the cheese plates and held my flute of champagne  in  front  of  my  face  and  I  gazed  around  at  the walls  and  the  people  and  the  art.  I  blinked  my  eyes  slowly and intentionally as though to take pictures with my mind, I had so never imagined a scene like it, one that I could be a part of.

Great  music  played.  More  people  crowded  in.  They  were happy,  too.  All  of  my  girls  were  engaged  deeply  with  our visitors. Things were abuzz.

And then the front door flung open hard enough to bang the  stop  and  shut  hard  again.  I  heard  it  and  I  only  slowly swung my grinning face toward it. I even sipped champagne halfway through the swing of my lazy, happy head.

In walked dad. He took two steps inside, planted his hands on  his  hips,  and  spread  his  feet  wide  over  the  floor.  He scanned  the  horizon  of  the  store-cum-gallery  like  a  storm cloud  that  rose  up  over  the  sea  and  roiled  with  growing agitation in the distance.

I sipped again, not quite registering yet what I was seeing, so impossible was the visage of that man in that space. Like an old smell, like an old commercial, like an old jingle, it all came back to me and hollowed me out at once: the vitriol, the violence, and the unearned vanity. I shrank and watched him again as though a kid again, through the splats across the back of our old kitchen chairs I clung to like prison bars, as he twisted a teen Don’s arm behind his back to the point of breaking it, or as he hung a teen Joe off the floor with his fingers  in  his  nostrils,  or  as  he  strode  toward  our  mother with blind, raging fury turning his face inside out  . . . .

I had neglected the one cardinal rule with my dad: it had to  be  about  him,  or  it  had  to  be  annihilated.  How  could  I have  forgotten  about  him?  My  flute  slipped  from  between my  fingers  and  its  shattering  pieces  of  crystal  spread  over the floor around my feet like a silent fireworks shooting out over the sky above, and it looked, for a moment, beautiful, before I heard its clash of a thousand cymbals.

 

I  stood  mesmerized  by  the  kaleidoscopic  sparkle  that spread  in  a  perfect  circle  around  my  shoes  like  so  many blinking stars set in the country night sky, all the laughing and  talking  and  music  receding  away  from  me  as  though through a long tube, drifting so far away, it all became like nothing  more  than  the  hum  of  overhead  electric  wires.  I laughed,  even,  when  I  realized  those  weren’t  stars,  they were  the  shattered  remains  of  my  cut  crystal  champagne flute, and that wasn’t the night sky, it was the glossy floor of my new art gallery.

I raised my face from my hand still incongruously holding the phantom flute to the front door that reverberated back from  its  stop  to  slam  shut,  it  had  been  thrusted  open  so violently, and I only dimly made out a figure filling the space in front of it, at once familiar, but not formed yet, like a word or  a  name  you  know  that  you  know,  but  can’t  find  in  your mind. But the looming black cloud of smoke began to take on on firmer edges and its transparency thickened, until my eyes, blinking, focused on the shoes, the clothes, and finally the face. And I chuckled.

“Dad!”  I  said,  and  I  laughed.  I  creased  my  brow  and squinted one eye at him. “What are you doing here?” I said. I looked  around  the  crowded  room  thinking  there  was  some elaborate joke being played on me. But all I saw around me was  everyone’s  eyes,  all  who  attended  our  grand  opening, staring back at me. Unsure if I was hallucinating, I stepped over the circle of glass shards, crunching bits underfoot, and went around the back wall of the gallery and into the work room where the framing and crating was done. I had in my favor at least the pretense of needing a broom and pan.

We  had  a  small  one-way  window  set  in  the  wall  so  that anyone  in  the  back  could  keep  an  eye  on  the  front  “for security  reasons.”  From  there  I  watched  dad,  still  hunched and looming in my doorway, gesture with his chin, and Don dutifully scurry over to him, and I saw Joe, too, come in the door behind dad.

The crowd in the gallery began to murmur again, everyone unsure about whether to ignore the dark presence, or run for their lives. Dad slapped Don on the side of the head with his open  palm  and  Don  cowered  before  him.  Don  could  have crushed dad’s throat in the grip of one hand if he chose to. Joe,  too,  if  he  wanted  to,  but  he  did  nothing  more  than watch as dad slapped Don harder again with the thick ring-weighted back of his hand on his backswing, harder across the other side of his head. Don’s eyes didn’t come up from the floor. He simply took it.

Christina, Tara, and Ariel all came around the wall into the back room to find me.

“I  can  see  why  you’re  hiding  back  here,”  Ariel  said.  “He looks scary.”

“He’s a monster,” I said.

“Your dad,” Tara said, like she only figured it out then.

“He  looks  even  scarier  than  some  psychopathic  killer,” Christina  said.  “He  doesn’t  look  like  he  makes  rational choices.”

I  nodded  staring  through  the  small  rectangular  one-way glass. Dad humiliated Don, pulling his lip out, flicking his ear with  his  fat  stubby  fingers,  laughing  at  him  for  how  he hunched  over  before  him  and  accepted  it.  It  was  like watching a small, weak lion tamer taunting a majestic but dead-eye staring lion in the ring at a circus, knowing all too well the whip up one sleeve and the electrical prod up the other. All the guests peered through the sides of their eyes, unable to watch, but also unable to turn away. A murmur of fascination  flowed  through  the  room.  Here  was  a  clash  of two  utterly  foreign  worlds,  the  superposition  of  two completely  different  realities,  neither  of  which  knew anything  about  the  other’s  existence,  and  seeing  it  before their eyes, unable to accept it as even real.

Dad continued to hurt Don even as he scanned around the new  art  gallery  and  all  the  art  on  the  walls  with  the dispassionate eye of someone for whom everything is black and  white.  I  knew  he  would  keep  hurting  and  humiliating Don until I came out of hiding in the back room. It’s why he was hurting him.

Ariel yanked on my arm, but I tore myself away from her grip. I came around the edge of the wall and walked on legs about to turn to jelly across the floor, stepping through the portal between my new world, and the old.

I came up to dad. “You weren’t invited,” I said to him.

He  laughed  and  looked  around  and  over  both  his shoulders behind him in exaggerated gestures of shock and amusement. “Not your building to invite me into or not,” he said.

“Not what the paperwork says,” I said. I clenched my fists, struggling to keep my body from shaking.

“Donny,”  he  said,  half  turning  his  face  but  keeping  his eyes  in  their  corners  and  locked  on  mine.  They  were  dark and  lifeless.  “Take  your  brother  down  a  couple  notches  off his  high  fucking  horse,”  he  said.  “Shove  his  face  into  my shoe until the motherfucker kisses it.”

Don raised his eyes to mine. It was the first time he raised his  eyes  the  whole  time  since  dad  walked  into  the  gallery. But he stepped back, he didn’t step up to me.

Dad’s  face  filled  with  rage  and  smoke.  “Joey,”  he  said without turning around. “Take him outside, time to give your brother some edu-macation.”

But Joe, too, only stepped back.

Dad  twisted  around  and  squinted  his  eyes  at  him.  “The fuck!” he said. He turned back to me and brought out from inside his cheap suit jacket a tire iron. “Guess the old man’s gotta do it himself, as fucking usual,” he said.

I  brought  out  from  behind  my  back  a  hammer  from  the framing room. “Dad,” I said. “Let’s put the past aside.”

“Go on,” he said, gesturing with his chin at the hammer I cradled in my palm. “Try it.”

“You know I don’t want to,” I said.

“Try it!” he shouted.

I  saw  behind  him  the  alternating  glow  of  blue  and  red lights across the front of the buildings on the other side of the street, growing brighter and closer.

“You don’t matter around here anymore, dad,” I said. “The past is gone. The movie’s over.”

“You wanna try swinging that hammer at me, your gonna have to kill me with it,” he said, ignoring me.

“I’m not going to fight you, dad,” I said. “This is not going to happen.”

“I don’t even know who you are anymore,” he said. “I don’t even know who I’m talking to here.”

“If that’s true . . . ” I said, bringing my nose up to nearly touch his nose. “ . . . if you really don’t know who I am, then maybe  your  best  course  would  be  to  turn  around  now,”  I said.

Even I was surprised at how many movie references both of  us  were  able  to  paraphrase  under  pressure.  Police appeared outside the door. Dad looked over his shoulder. He pushed the tire iron into Joe’s hand.

“Hit him!” he shouted.

The  police  came  into  the  store,  guns  drawn.  “Drop  it!” they shouted at Joe.

“Hit him!” dad shouted. “Hit that motherfucking asshole!”

Joe’s eyes blurred and his body shook.

“Drop it now!” the police shouted again.

“Why,  though,  dad?”  Joe  shouted.  The  tire  iron  remained poised  over  his  head,  though  his  hand  shook  violently holding it.

“He’s  making  a  stupid  fucking  idiot  out  of  you!”  dad shouted. “Hit him!”

Joe  looked  from  dad  to  me  and  back  to  dad  again, uncertainty filling his face. He was at his portal too, stuck in the old world, but glimpsing the new.

He  dropped  the  tire  iron  and  put  his  hands  behind  his head,  interlocking  his  fingers  in  his  hair.  “Funny  thing,”  he said to me. “It’s what he always called me, a stupid fucking idiot.”

The police cuffed Joe and dad and took them away.

I  sank  back  against  the  wall  and  exhaled.  One  of  the featured artists came up to me and put a fresh drink in my hand.

“It’s a disaster,” I said. My body was still shaking.

“You’re kidding me right now, right?” he said. “That little scene  just  made  your  new  gallery  instantly  legendary. Instant cred. Ain’t no artist in the whole city who won’t beg to get on your walls now.”




Epilogue

 

I  didn’t  press  charges  on  either  of  them.  The  stories  that appeared  online  were  fantastical,  tales  of  good  vs  evil,  of heroic  David  and  Goliath  re-enactments,  of  Oedipal retellings. There were more artists claiming “to be there that night”  than  there  were  guests  in  the  gallery  altogether. Paintings  that  really  were  “there  that  night”  instantly inflated in value.

“Your  dad  doesn’t  know  how  much  he  did  for  you,” Christina said.

The bar became just as celebrated as the gallery and the line-ups  nearly  every  night  outside  needed  a  bouncer  to manage, as did behavior inside.

“I could do that,” Joe said over coffees up the street at the cafe.

“Just  remember  though,”  I  said.  “What  was  that  line  in that movie, about the point of carrying a gun?”

“So you don’t have to use it,” he said.

“If you have to actually use the gun, the point of it failed,” I said. “You’re not there to hit people,” I said and I nodded affirmatively  at  him.  “You’re  there  so  you  don’t  have  to  hit people, right?”

“Got it,” he said as though memorizing it.

“How’s dad?” I said.

He  shrugged.  “Depressed,”  he  said.  “But  then  he  puts  a movie on.”

“You made the right choice, Joe,” I said.

He  sniffed  quick  and  hard  and  raise  his  chin  to  gaze  up and down the sidewalk. “Street’s changing,” he said. “Ain’t what it once was.”

“None of us ain’t what we once were,” I said.

“Hi Joe!” Tara said. She’d come up the street with a bag of groceries. Ariel and Christina were with her.

“Girls!”  Joe  said,  and  he  smirked  and  tipped  his  head forward.

“Come  on  then,”  Christina  said  to  me,  and  she  held  out her hand for me.

“Business calls,” I said to Joe and I got up.

“Business seems to alwaysn be calling for you,” he said.

I shrugged. “It’s a handful, it’s not all glamor and glitz, you know,”  I  said.  I  slipped  my  arms  around  Ariel’s  and Christina’s  waists.  All  three  of  the  girls  looked  over  their shoulders at Joe and they pouted with sympathy and waved at him with fluttering fingers. “Bye!” they sang to him and they laughed.

“Around  7  tonight?”  I  said  to  him.  “We’re  expecting  a bigger house tonight. Hair on Fire is taking the stage at 9.”

“Roger  that,”  Joe  said,  not  taking  his  eyes  off  the  three asses receding up the street and away from him.
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