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Chapter 1

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.




Chapter 2

Blazing morning sunlight poured through the pie-slice sections of old, drooping glass that made up the four massive semi-circular windows ranged along the front wall of that yawning secret space on the top floor of the building I was said to own. Tara stepped in front of one of them so that her hair, brunette, shimmering, and straight as rain, lit up from behind like the switched-on halo of an angel. Leaning against the aged and raw red brick walls to either side of her were the stacks of paintings I’d made. Scattered around the grooved and dented brightly-reflecting floor between us was my cart, bristling with bottles of brushes, water cans, paint tubes and rags, and around it, makeshift saw-horse tables holding stacks of pre-cut stretchers, rolls of canvas, cutting tools and staplers and measuring tapes and mallets.
She was dressed like maybe she had been interrupted in her daily jog — white trainers, loose white jogging paints with wide, stretchy ankle collars, a thick white hoody zipped all the way up her neck to her chin, the hood half pushed back from her head and bunched in thick folds around her ears and cheekbones. One knee fell forward buckled and her hip sat crookedly, her other foot forward and pointed at me. Her arms hung loosely from her high, round shoulders, hands half-forward, utterly defenseless.  Her face dropped halfway and crooked down to the floor with her deep brown eyes turned up through their tops and burning at me through loose strands of hair fallen over her face. She locked her gaze on mine and I swallowed.
She took the big tab of her hoody’s zipper between her finger and thumb, painted matte sky-blue, and she pulled it — slowly so that I could hear each tooth pass through the slider — half way down the front of her body, but there she stopped, holding tension in her hoody pulled out from her torso. In the shadows behind her open hoody, I could see the white strip that stretched between the cups of her bra, below it, her toned and taut skin as far down as the indentation of her belly button, and above it, the bulging flesh of her breasts, spilling up over the hugging cups of her bra. I swallowed again with an even more constricted throat.
Was she asking my permission to continue revealing her body to me? I hesitated in the dark double doors that she discovered when she came up the stairs looking for me, looking for her phone, the doors I stood in as she passed by me, unknowingly entering a secret sacrosanct space nobody knew existed. Of course she had peered through the gap between the doors before knocking — she was innocent of malicious snooping: she needed her phone, that was all, and it was left behind in the bar the night before, my bar that she couldn’t get into, so she needed to find me. She had no way of knowing the building contained a floor above the empty suites, that it was a private floor, and that it had become my secret painting studio, that I painted in the mornings before the nights came when I sat in the bar pretending to be the eyes and ears for my career criminal father and his two thug sons.
There is always risk in revealing yourself. There is an even greater risk in creating yourself through the deceptive act of apparent self-revelation, like a non-player character in a video game who only comes into existence by the act of a real player looking at him. Which was I? Someone who let a staff member enter his mind as it was embodied in a hidden floor of a building, revealing himself to her in ways nobody knew about? Or was I that person who secretly shifted around in the attic of a vacant building, passing through lanes of acutely slanted morning streams of sunlight as I turned my mind inside using oil, pigment, wood, and cotton, someone who didn’t even exist in the world, not even to himself, until she passed through the double doors to look at me in there?
Tara resumed the slow drag of the zipper tab down the wavy front of her white hoody until it caught at the bottom, tugged the front of the hoody down taut over the mounds of her breasts, and popped free, allowing the two sides to part like a gallery-painting reveal. She arched her back, pushed her chest up and out, and pulled her hips back and down. She closed her knees together and bent them and she hooked her thumbs in the waist of her baggy white fleece jogging pants. She pulled them halfway down over her ass and paused in the same way, with the same half-squinting hold of her eyes on mine, the way she paused with her hoody zipper half way down the front of her body, before she pushed them down her thighs, stood up straight, let them collapse like plummeting clouds to fold around her ankles below her. She lifted one foot and then the other to catch the heel of her shoes in the toes of her opposing foot, and she peeled them off and stepped gingerly — on her toes — out of the mass of white folded cotton that formed around her feet.
Nothing was said. She turned around to face the semi-circular window against which, I couldn’t help noting, she was as perfectly proportioned as Da Vinci’s Vitruvius Man. She arched her back, she pushed her shoulders back and down, and she extended her arms down to the ass of her gleaming white panties, and she let her hoody fall down from her shoulders, down from her back, and over her hands, so that it fell like her pants in a tuft of indeterminate white cotton clouded around her ankles.
I stared at her mass and form and lines, framed between the raw red brick walls, reflected in the hardwood floor between us, and lit all around the edge of her silhouette by the blasting light of the mid-morning sun that poured through the glass like a cathedral choir holding a long A. Was she the one created by me looking at her, or was I the one created by her finding me up there? Yearning is begotten of denial.
She pushed her ass up, pushed her thumbs down through the waist of her crystalline white panties, and she dragged them tantalizingly slowly down to her mid-thighs where they stretched between her long, straight legs. She wiggled her knees one at a time until her panties fell to her feet. She bent at her waist, she hung her head down low so that her hair formed a curtain between her face and the window panes in front of her, and in only her pure white bra, she looked over her bare shoulder at me where I stood, still rooted to the floor down the three wide steps just inside the double doors. I shut them behind me with the sole of my foot without looking.
Tara stretched her arms straight out, locked her elbows, and flattened the palms of her hands into the cool, flat glass. She walked her feet, heels and toes pivoting, wider across the floor and she bent further over so that all that was left for me to see was the inverted “V” shape of her stretched legs and bare ass, and she pressed the balls of her feet down and lifted her heels up from the floor. As if to assure me I was reading her right, she reached one hand down between her legs, and her two fingers formed a “peace sign” to spread the lips of her pussy. They glinted at me, so flush with dew had they become once she stripped. She slowly, sensually, rotated her hips in a small circle and she curled her spine in and out, making her pussy dance and beckon me.
I stepped up the first, and then the second, and then the third wide step and onto the level of the reflecting hardwood floor that carried me toward the semi-circular window in front of which Tara, turned to the window, surged and swelled at me with her hips. I came up behind her and seized the sides of her warm waist in both my hands. My intention was to stop her from moving like that, from provoking me, from enticing me. But the heat of her skin, its smoothness, its tightness — feeling her body, her hips, her ass, move like that, watching her like that in front of me — she defeated my resistance.
I opened my pants and they dropped to my knees. I pushed my shorts down so they stretched across my thighs. I could hear Tara breathe — her inhalations were jagged and deep and rapid. I squeezed her waist tighter and pushed my hips into the pillows of her ass. My cock arched up into her cleavage. Reaching through her thighs, she slid her long, straight fingers down over the head and shaft of my cock and caressed me with her fingertips where it nuzzled between her legs. I squeezed her hips harder. She pressed the underside of my cock up against the camel toe of her pussy lips and she rocked forward and back on the balls of her toes, dragging her swelling pussy over and back along the upper side of my stiff, yearning cock, coating me with her dew.
“No Tara,” I groaned.
She shivered violently, once, throughout her body. I pulled my hips back from her ass, but she curled her fingers and cut her nails into the underside of my shaft and prevented me from pulling further away. When I relaxed, she resumed sliding her full, hot, and teary lips up and down the length of my cock. She pressed harder on the underside of the head and arched in her back deeper, pushing the head of my cock between her lips.
I entered her.
She grunted like someone cut. I curled my fingers — it was my turn to cut her flesh with my nails. She rocked back on the balls of her toes and I gasped and filled my lungs and stretched my eyebrows up high over my forehead. The head of my cock popped between the lips of her pussy. I felt her contract her muscles inside herself, and she closed her pussy tightly around the base of the head of my cock. I pulled back, but she pressed harder with her fingertips into the underside of my shaft, and this time, when she rocked back, the pillows of her ass mashed into the front of my hips, and her pussy, as slippery as warmed olive oil, slid inexorably over the length of my cock, engulfing me wholly within her, swallowing me completely, consuming me utterly. I felt hugged throughout my body.
I wrapped my hands around the sides of her hips and she came forward and nearly off my cock entirely, but I pulled on her and I thrusted my hips forward and to jolt her body and poke at the end of her with my cock deep inside. She chirped with her face lifted to the glass and her hair parting around her cheeks. Her mouth hung widely open and her eyes clamped tightly shut. I pulled back, she rocked forward, I tugged, and she pushed, and we slammed our bodies together again, harder this time, and the slushy, suction sound of my cock plunging through her draining pussy echoed throughout that vast, empty wood-lined space high over the busy mid-morning street below.
Her fingers curled under her hands where they re-adjusted as fists against the glass, and she began to cry out loud rhythmically and in high pitches as we increased the tempo of our bodies’ movements and rammed each other with heightened force. The slap of my thighs against the upturned flesh of her ass filled my ears and mixed with the wet suction, her high cries, and my own low grunts. Her back, level with the floor she was bent over so far, ebbed and flowed in front of me, while her hair hung in a waving curtain in front of her face, shimmering in the light. The flesh of her ass jiggled with the shock waves I sent deep into her frame. The ripe scent of her flush pussy filled my nose. I thrusted my head back and scrunched my eyes shut. I was already past the point of no return before I reminded myself of the need to stop — had I not just the night before done the same thing to her friend? Emptying myself deeply into her?
Her body tightened and, inside, her pussy clenched. She had stopped breathing and I felt through her hips the waves of shudders that began spreading over her writhing body. She inhaled sharply like someone caught by surprise, and her pussy clamped around my cock so tightly, I lost control. I spurted deep inside her and she contorted like an electrocuted snake and she screamed, she cried so loud.
I bumped her body violently and nearly, it seemed, shoved her headfirst through the window. My cum filled her pussy and gushed back out, flowing in a rivulet down both insides of her thighs. Her body shook and contracted and her knees gave out under her. We both came down onto our knees and I fell out of her when I subsided, and we rolled, sprawled and without form, over the wooden floor, huffing and puffing and laughing like raggedy dolls with no bones left inside us.
I continued to sprawl over the floor with no strength, energy, or consciousness to rouse myself and I watched, my cheek pressed sideways into the wood, my eyes dim and unable to focus, as Tara dressed and grinned down at me and she waved at me over her shoulder as she went down the three wide stairs and out the double doors. I closed my eyes. If there is no “here” here, then there is no time either, and so nothing really happened, maybe. At least that’s what I told myself before I fell into a sleep sprawled on the hardwood of the floor I wasn’t sure anymore existed.
I sat in my customary stool at the end of the bar and stared around the pillar and across the space to the stage and the house-band banging away on their song, and while I appeared to be like everyone else, watching them perform, in my mind, I was organizing the lines and masses and colors that would underly the painting already affixed to the easel four floors up. Anything to keep my mind off what I had done. Twice.
“Take me up there for break?” Ariel said.
I was startled out of my alternate reality and half spun to stare terrified at her. She snorted and grinned and loaded her tray with the drinks the bartend finished making for her table, and she swooped by me on her way back out of the well, sliding over the floor as though on wheels, not feet.
“Your secret is safe with me, don’t worry so much,” she said.
My pocket vibrated and I leaned over to work my phone up and out of my pocket. “That time already,” I said to myself, and I tapped the edge of my tumbler on the bar as though to loosen its contents, and I drained what remained of its golden liquid into my mouth. I swished it around like mouthwash and shivered once down the length of my back as the coolness tingled my mouth like peppermint.
I went through the well, ducked through the kitchen, slapped the stainless steel counter to make the cook look up at me, and we nodded. I went out the back door and up the rickety stairs to my place above. A few moments later, I heard Ariel come up the steps and into my apartment. She took the tall narrow glass of water from my hands and sipped it before she slipped her hand around my wrist, slid it down over my hand, and entwined her fingers in my fingers.
“Show me?” she said.
“Show you what?” I said.
She pulled me toward my front door where the hallway was, and the hidden door to those other stairs that went up to the double doors above.
“I made Tara tell me,” she said. “It’s not her fault.”
“Tell you what?” I said.
She snorted and pulled me through the narrow, nearly invisible door and up the dark stairs behind. When I came up behind her, I found her leaning back against the closed and locked double doors at the top. One knee was raised and one foot was set flat into the door behind her. She rocked side to side with her shoulders pressed into the wall and her hips jutting forward at me.
“How long have you been keeping this secret?” she said.
“There’s nothing up here,” I said. “Just equipment.”
She rolled her eyes and reached behind her hip to jiggle the locked door handle. She was wearing a short black cocktail dress that came up tight around her neck but left her shoulders exposed.
“We would never tell anyone, you know that,” she said.
“I think Tara just did,” I said.
“Outside of us,” she said.
I shook my head and put the key in the lock. She smirked at me and bit her lip and twisted the knob behind her without looking. The door she wasn’t leaning against swung open and she smiled at me. She rolled on her hips over the shut door and came down on her feet, spread, her knees, locked, standing in the landing gazing up and around herself at the vast space she found spread out in front of her up there.
It was night, so only the glow of city lights filled the four semi-circular floor-to-ceiling windows, and the stacks of paintings lurked along the interior brick walls facing away like huddling and cowering prisoners. She went up the three wide steps and walked slowly, tentatively, among the tables and carts and frames and canvases.
“I knew there was something about you,” she said, not turning around. As she walked, she hiked her short skirt up around her hips and drew down her black panties. She used the toe of her shoe to catch her panties as they slid down her calves, and she reached behind herself, not turning to look at them or me, to pick them off her raised foot behind her, and she scrunched them in her hand.
I entered the space, closed the door behind me, and stepped up the three steps.
She stopped at a wide and long worktable covered in brushes and cans and rags, bent at her waist, and swept it all aside with her outstretched arm. She turned around, she hoisted her ass up onto the edge of the table using the heels of her hands behind her, and she lifted her knees until the high heels of her pumps caught the edge of the table. She looked at me and smirked crookedly with her copper-toned hair falling over her face. She walked her fingers in place so the bottom of her dress crept up her body. She rocked on her ass side to side to pull it out from under her, and she slowly, smoothly, curled back until she reclined down onto her elbows with her hands flat on my work table at the sides of her hips.
Like Tara, she said nothing. She laid the rest of the way down on her back that she arched high up enough from the surface of the table under her to allow light from the window to pass under her back, and she turned her hands out, stretched her arms down, and wrapped her grips around the insides of her bare thighs. She writhed with her body over the surface of the table as she pushed her thighs more widely apart, and she pushed her chest up. Her first fingers on both sides nestled into the crease between her legs and abdomen, before they edged closer to each other, tentatively and in short, stubbing movements, squeezing the lips of her bared pussy up between them. The crease down the middle of her lips beckoned to me. They oozed. The suckled.
“Hurry,” she said, and she closed her eyes, she lifted her chin, and she rocked her head back almost to face the window behind her upside down, and she began to rub her soaking wet and exposed clitoris with the pad of her fingertip.
“What did Tara tell you, anyway?” I said. I stepped up the steps and crept closer to her writhing body, spread all over my worktable like spilled paint.
“She told me she fucked you and that it was wonderful,” she said. “She told me it was beautiful.”
“Aren’t you . . . “ I started, but I couldn’t find the words.
“We’re not like that,” she said, understanding what I was going to say. “All three of us. We’re okay with it,” she said. “We like it, in fact.”
I stood between her raised knees and bounced the front of my thighs into the edge of the table between them. My arms were crossed over my chest, but then I wrapped them around her ankles. I drew them up over her calves. She moaned and smiled and closed her eyes.
“Just do it,” she said. “No thinking, you.”
“I don’t know what’s going on anymore,” I said. “The three of you.”
“Shh,” she said, and she grinned, but her eyes remained closed. “It doesn’t even matter,” she said. She made a grasping movement with her hand, stretching it open and squeezing it into a fist. “Just put it in me,” she whispered.
I undid the button of my jeans and pulled my fly down. “But does Tara know?” I said. “Does Christina know?”
She opened her eyes and squirmed all over my table and bit her tongue and grinned at me. “Of course they do,” she said. “It doesn’t matter, I told you. We’re not like that.”
I laid my cock, already fully hard again, over her abdomen. She leapt in her body under it, and pushed her heels and shoulders down to push her hips up and off the table and up at me, and she moaned and grunted. Her hips rotated up and around in quavering circles. Both of her hands grasped and stretched at my cock. I ran my hands up her calves, over her knees, and down the tops of her raised thighs. She pulled on my cock, she pushed with her hips, and she immersed the head of my cock inside the tight and oozing crease between the lips of her pussy.
She was so hot, I instinctively recoiled.
She chuckled and bit her tongue where she stuck it out at me, and she coaxed and beckoned my cock back insider her, drawing her fingers up the underside of it and curling her spine to arch her back more and drive her pelvis down and toward me. The head of my cock entered through her lips and I gripped her thighs harder and pulled on her so that her ass slid over the edge of the table, and she lifted her legs to hang her ankles over my shoulders.
“Cum inside me baby,” she said in that sweet, soft, and light voice of hers that was more breath than voice, and she rolled the back of her head side to side over the table in front of me.
I wrapped my hands around her thighs hard and I thrusted my hips forward in a spasmodic jerk. My cock plunged into her fully and deeply, rocking her body and sending her head back.
She cried out loud through a wide smile and she reached with both arms as high over her head and toward the window as she could reach.
“Oh yeah!” she cried out loud. “Fuck me, Cole!” she groaned, and her body snaked over the table and her hips rocked and curled and my cock sank into her and suctioned back out of her without me moving at all. She danced with my cock inside her, and she stretched and squirmed and laughed and dropped her chin open and wagged her tongue out at me. “Fuck me good like you did Tara and Christina!” she said.
Her ankles slid off my shoulders and she wrapped her legs around my waist and locked her ankles together in my back. She drove her heels into me and made my body poke her deeper, and she reached with her fingers to dig her nails into my hips and pull me harder. Though I didn’t move at all, the sound of our bodies slapping rose up from the table, mixed with her moans and groans and laughter and gasps.
“Ariel,” I said, trying to warn her.
But she was thrashing over the table with a wild abandon and she gritted her teeth and clenched her eyes like someone on the verge. Her body tightened all over and the muscles in her neck bulged.
“Cum in me baby!” she cried out loud, and she caught her breath and stopped breathing. Her core muscles bulged and her fingernails dug into my flesh. I felt her shake like a motor vibrating inside her, and the inside of her pussy suddenly went 10 degrees hotter and poured with dew.
I exploded into her and snatched at her legs and instinctively pummeled her. I fucked her over my table so hard, it skidded over the floor. I came out accidentally and I tripped and fell backward. She whooped and hollered and started laughing uncontrollably. I pulled myself up onto my elbows planted into the floor behind me and I caught my breath. She rolled onto her side and then off the table, and, panting herself, she staggered over my body and tried to find my hand to grab it and help me up, swinging her hands over me as though she was blind.
When I finally got up, we walked like two wasted drunks with our arms over each other’s shoulders, and we staggered down the three steps and leaned against the wall beside the double doors. She held my shoulder with one hand to balance herself as she fit one foot, still in heels, and then the other through the leg holes of her panties, and she pulled them up and let the skirt of her dress fall down over her legs.
She dashed out the door and down the stairs. “Gotta go!” she said and she laughed.
I came down behind her, dragging my back along the wall and stepping woozily up the hallway back to my apartment. Inside, I found Christina already there, sunk into my couch, heels on my coffee table, arms fallen loose and widely at her sides.
“Did you just do Ariel?” she said. She dropped her mouth open and covered her spreading grin with her cupped hand. Her eyebrows raised up high over her forehead and she chirped with a chuckle.
“What is it with you guys?” I said. “This isn’t normal.” I pressed the heels of my hands down hard into the edge of the kitchen counter, hard enough to nearly lift my feet completely off the floor, and I hung my body to stretch my back.
Christina came into the kitchen behind me and she ran her warm hand up and down over my back. She kissed my cheek and chuckled. “I don’t think you’re in a position to lecture anyone about normal,” she said. “Have you seen your family?” she said, emphasizing “seen” with bulging eyes.
“Oh shit!” I said, and I pulled my phone from my pocket and pulled up the clock. I ran out the back door, flew down the rickety narrow wooden stairs, and through the back door, through the kitchen, and out into the well of the bar.
Don and Joe startled when they saw me and they both turned the same way, into each other, and bumped each other around the jamb of the front door like two of the three stooges.
“Aw fuck,” I said looking directly at the bartend. He grimaced at me. I went around the end of the bar and swam through the people and out the front door. I put my head down and walked like a speed walker, like someone walking as fast as possible while trying to make it look like I wasn’t trying to walk fast at all, and I got to the cafe down the street.
I rapped on the counter. The barrista knew what I had — it was the same order all the time. I gripped the edge of the cafe counter and bent at my waist and pushed my arms out straight to stretch my back, and I looked at the floor under me. I thought about what Christina had said. She was right about one thing: I couldn’t tell if I was meant to be protected by Joe and Don, or if I was the one protecting them, by never being seen in the same place at the same time. When I stood back up, I watched the barrista with my steaming cup stop with her arm halfway over the counter to the saucer, her eyes like two more saucers, looking up over my shoulder and behind me.
I turned to look over my shoulder. Out the window and stopped at the curb was a big old beige-and-lighter beige two-toned Cadillac Seville, circa 1985 — one of those with the trunk looking like it was stepped on and sliced off. This one had the spoked spare tire feature rising out of the sloped lid like some malignant growth. Of course my dad would find the single most ugliest car possible.
“To go?” I said to the barrista when I turned back to her.
She drained the mug into a paper cup and looked at me with terrified eyes like she was staring into those of a man walking Spanish. I chuckled. She thought my dad was some high-powered, deeply connected, untouchable goon. He had everybody believing that. Nobody knew it was all a game of dress-up.
I fit the lid to my cup and I went out the door of the cafe, across the sidewalk and through the cluster of old men who had all stopped talking, and I climbed into the passenger seat of his monstrosity of a car. He remained staring straight ahead with what he thought was an intimidating expression of fearsomeness, but which always looked to me like the doltish stare of someone not getting a joke, ever, in the middle of a crowd of people laughing their heads off. He looked like a donkey waiting to be kicked in the direction to slouch off in. I think that’s why he was so violent. He was unable to understand basic humor and was always confused about what was going on around him.
“What is your one job?” he finally said. He draped his wrist over the top of the steering wheel and narrowed his eyes over the hood of his Caddy and he pulled the stick shift down to drive and we rolled out into the street with no acceleration. Wouldn’t want to draw attention.
I sipped my coffee and thought about his question.  I chose to take him literally instead of figuratively or rhetorically, but it was hard to judge which mode he was in. “To watch the bar, to watch the building,” I finally stated.
“No, dummy!” he shouted back at me abruptly. He looked over his shoulder at me. Steam billowed out his two ears — or wait, was that just the tufts of his white untrimmed ear hair? “It’s to leave so Joey and Donny can put it into the cash register, put it in there, put the . . . “ he stammered.
“The money?” I said, trying to help him.
“Jesus!” he shouted at the ceiling of his car. “You don’t call it that!” He swiveled his head around both ways like he was checking to see who might have heard me say the forbidden word. “If they go in there and you’re in there, what do you think the feds are gonna think?” he shouted.
“The feds?” I said. “You mean the police?”
“The feds!” he shouted. “Who have only been trailing me since ever! You think they’re just gonna decide to leave me and my two boys alone?!”
His two boys. He had three of them, but who’s counting? I closed my eyes and nodded. I showed him that I remembered about “the feds,” but in truth, how could anyone forget?
Back in ’96, he was picked up by FBI agents — and not very senior ones — and “taken downtown,” as he liked to say. I was five at the time, and sometimes I think I can remember it, but it’s probably just images put in my head by the constant retelling of the events of that day.
The story had been embellished over the years. But the way he liked to frame it was, it was the greatest injustice ever visited upon a man in the history of law enforcement. What I figured out that it really was, over the years of discreet inquiries, was that he was questioned about a distant associate, the address of a cousin of the real criminal they were after, and genuinely not knowing anything, they let him go 30 minutes later. That was it. That was the sum total of his lifetime of interaction with law enforcement.
I got the feeling that they didn’t even know that my dad was himself something of a criminal, though whether he was at a level that they’d care to bother with was an open question. I once told Joe my thoughts on the subject, and he laid into me with a beating I required an overnight hospital visit for. It was his one and only encounter with any sort of law enforcement, but he justified his inflated sense of having at the time, finally, graduated into the realm of real and true criminals because of it. Ever since, he’s behaved like he was a wanted man, a followed criminal, a tracked and traced “Most Wanted,” but a mastermind who proved too slippery and devious for the paws of the state to ever get a good enough grip on him.
As for the criminal side of things, to cover his tracks and launder his money, he set up a series of “legit” businesses — all of them run on cash. What I couldn’t tell was, whether these “legit” businesses swamped in scope the illegitimate businesses they were meant to obscure. I wasn’t even sure there was any illegitimate business left, or even if there had ever been, beyond strictly petty stuff. At most, he might be guilty of tax evasion, but even there, I knew he filed for taxes — this he said, wiggling his eyebrows and grinning — was more subterfuge to throw “them” off his trail.
It was entirely possible, I often thought, that if he hired a real accountant to look at all his revenues and all his expenses and deductions, that he might be paying too much in taxes, and that he might not have any actual criminal element to his activities anymore, not even tax evasion. Everything was just a show. It was all pretend. And the only audience was himself and my two brothers, who between them amounted to negative IQ.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I lost track of the time.”
“You lose track of time, and my boys lose track of their lives!” he shouted.
I rolled my eyes. “Won’t happen again,” I said.
“Maybe it’s time I put Joey in the bar,” he mused out loud for my benefit. “Joey likes them girls,” he said and he nodded at his front window.
I let it pass. I didn’t want to let on that I cared. A lot. “Whatever you need to do,” I said.
“Yeah,” he said, as though not hearing me. “Maybe put Joey in the apartment up there, let him look after the building.”
I knew he was trying to provoke a reaction in me. “If you think,” I said. “Then maybe Joey can put his signature on the paperwork and run the bag up to the night deposit after closing the bar, too,” I said.
His hands squeezed the steering wheel like a butcher strangling a chicken to death. Joe was once trusted with a true-to-life butcher business further down the street. Tired of walking the bag of cash up to the bank at the end of the day, and with a girl waiting for him, he left the money overnight in the waste freezer. Only he left the door open to it, the scraps and blood thawed, the bag was saturated, and the next day, ten thousand bucks in small denominations were pulled out of it, soaked and dripping with animal blood. It was grisly scene, like something out of a Scorsese movie or the Bible.
“What is your one job?” my dad started again.
“Protect Joey and Donny by not letting them be seen near me?” I said, trying again.
“That,” he said, pointing hard at me over the front of his big ugly car, “is it.” We drove on another block. “Do you think you can do that one thing for me?” he said.
“Hey dad,” I said, not answering him right away. “Why have you got my name on all the ownership documents, why is it me signing everything?” I said.
“That . . . ” he said, turning to nod at me. “ . . . is so there is continuity.” He raised his eyebrows at me looking for recognition, I suppose, for using a five-syllable word.
“In the case of Joey and Donny getting picked up?” I said.
“Yeah, that’s right,” he said, turning his face away from me.
“What if I get picked up?” I said.
He stopped the car. I noticed we were in front of the bar again. “One job,” he said with a firm nod at me over the front of the car.
I got out and shut the door and watched him drift away in his land yacht back out into the lanes of traffic with barely any acceleration at all. He didn’t answer my question.
At the end of the night, I walked Ariel, Tara, and Christina down the street on our route home, and finishing again at Christina’s, she lingered at her front door that she leaned against, holding it open. I still had the bag of money under my arm. I didn’t make it to the bank earlier. Nobody said anything about what happened for break that night at the bar, up on the secret floor. Nor did I say anything about the little ride my dad gave me after.
“My turn?” Christina said, and she gestured with her head into her building.
I looked around behind me, jutted my jaw crookedly, and followed her inside and up the broad, carpeted stairs to her own top floor. Like last time, she parked me on her couch, went to undress and shower, and came back to the couch in her luxuriously thick white robe, this time with the hood up over her head.
She straddled my lap and sat down on me, leaning her head down  between her raised shoulders and, gripping the top of the back of the couch behind and above me, she nuzzled her face into mine until I turned it up for her, and she sank her warm, moist, shower-steamed lips over mine, and penetrated my mouth with her tongue.
“What did your dad say?” she said, pulling back from my mouth and curling her lips between her teeth.
“You saw that?” I said.
She nodded silently and kissed me all over my cheek and neck. She tugged and pushed at my t-shirt until I gave in and lifted my arms to allow her to pull it up and off me. She nipped at my nipples.
“So?” she said.
“He said to be on time, next time,” I said.
“Bullshit,” she said immediately, and she squirmed back on my lap and began pulling and tugging on my pants to undo the button and draw down the fly. She pushed herself back from my lap and tugged on the bottom of my jeans until I lifted my hips and allowed her to pull them off. She took my shorts down my legs the same way — casually, without teasing or taunting. When she climbed onto my now-bare lap again, the knot in the thick sash around her waist had slipped loose and the sides of her robe fell open. I felt the heat of her ass and thighs on my thighs where she sat on me. The scent of her freshly cleaned body filled my nostrils and the moist heat from her bare breasts enveloped my face.
She laughed and pulled the sides of her robe out and around the back of my head and shoulders, enclosing me inside it with her naked body. Her breast mashed into my face and her nipple poked at my lips and dragged across my mouth. I sucked on her and reached inside her robe and squeezed and massaged her breasts. She gripped the back of the couch over my head and arched deeply in her back and rolled her head up to the ceiling. Her robe slipped off her shoulders and fell half-way down her back. The cool air filled the space between us.
“Cole,” she moaned. “They’re going to screw up, and you’re going to be the one holding the bag,” she moaned.
“I am literally holding the bag right now,” I said, and I picked up the bank bag where it laid on the couch beside me and I waved it at her.
“You need to extricate yourself,” she said. She curled her hand around my cock where it strained up between us and poked at her abdomen. She folded her thumb around the head and rubbed it back and forth before she lifted herself off my lap and up onto her knees.
“Not possible,” I said. “We are assigned our roles in life from even before we’re born.” I ran my hands down the sides of her ribs, over her waist, and down over her hips.
She pressed my cock against her skin and rose and fell on her knees, rubbing the head of my cock through her pussy lips, and making it poke and bump against her enlarging clit.
“More bullshit your asshole father and dumb-as-rocks brothers tell you,” she said. She inhaled sharply through her teeth and grimaced with her mouth.
Her pussy closed around the head of my cock and it popped inside her. I felt the extraordinary heat of her pussy envelope my soul, it felt like, and I dropped my chin down to my chest and rolled my head back, struggling to find the will to pull out, to push her off, to stop it from happening again.
“I can’t get away from him,” I said.
She spread her knees over the cushions of the couch and her hips came down into my lap. She groaned like someone speared and silently she cried out over my shoulder at her wall. Her pussy slid slippery and hot down the length of my cock and our bodies met and joined at our pelvises.
“You don’t even try,” she groaned gutturally over my shoulder. She locked her entwined fingers together around the back of my neck and she began to rise and fall and slide forward and back in my lap, snapping her hips and curling her spine. She began fucking me hard enough in her couch to bounce me under her and back up into her.
“I’m trying not to fuck my three bar staff,” I groaned back at her as though wracked with pain.
She laughed so hard she had to stop moving on me. “Cole, I am trying to be intimate with you!” she said between squeals. Her body jiggled, she was struggling so hard to keep from laughing.
“Just like Ariel and Tara earlier tonight up in my studio,” I said.
She stopped laughing and began riding me in my lap again. “Of course,” she groaned. “Is there something so wrong with that?”
“I don’t understand how you all know,” I said.
She leaned back from my body and slowed her hips on my hips, rotating them and curling them to fuck me deeper but slower, and she hung back from her outstretched arms. She poked the tip of her tongue around the circle of my lips and grunted sexually at me. “Something about it,” she said. “It’s so fucking hot!” She hung her face over my shoulder and slammed her body into mine harder and faster again.
I pushed her up and off me and she rolled under me and onto her back and she pushed her legs up around my waist and I fell back into her between her legs, and I heaved my body forward and penetrated her under me hard into the couch.
“How can it be hot with me fucking your two friends?” I said.
We started to sweat and pant, we were bouncing our bodies together so heavily.
“How can you be fine holding the bag for your two brothers?” she said right back at me between heaving, labored breaths.
“That’s hardly the same thing,” I said.
She started laughing uncontrollably again, her body jiggling under mine. I started laughing too, she was laughing so hard. I rolled off her and fell on the floor. That made her squeal and shriek even more, and she curled over, holding her gut in pain. She fell off the couch, too, and together we rolled like beetles stuck on our backs, incapacitated and unable to stop laughing.
I stayed at her place overnight, in her bed, with her, curled up together and spent from repeatedly exhausting ourselves in each other’s bodies. In the morning, I made my way home before the world was awake, went up the back stairs to my door, and went into to my apartment.
At first it was subtle. I don’t have anything like a photographic memory, and I don’t leave tabs of tape on doors or dustings of powder on the floor to detect intruders like my dad does, every night in his house. But someone had been in my place in my absence. I couldn’t say exactly how I knew, but I could tell. 




Chapter 3 

\Weekend for my bar staff was Mondays and Tuesdays when we stayed closed. Monday nights at clubs downtown were “staff nights,” a night when bar servers from all over the city had their Saturday night. My staff loved “staff night” at Wagons especially because bouncers there typically dissuaded non-serving staff from coming in and ruining the chill vibe they needed.
I tried to get out of it when they wanted me to go with them, but Christina, Tara, and Ariel wouldn’t let me. “Nobody’s going to hit on you inside Wagons on staff night,” I said. “You don’t need me.”
“Nice try,” Christina said, and she hooked her arm through my arm and dragged me into the Uber they called. Ariel and Tara, already in the car, only laughed and egged her on. I was still uncertain how it could be, all three knowing about each other being with me in that way, the things that had been going on behind closed doors in their apartments at night and up in my secret top floor. But if anything, I’d noticed they’d only grown closer as friends, to the point where they appeared down-right conspiratorial with each other, all the whispers and nudges and chuckling.
I squeezed into the back seat between the three of them. They were all in super-short black dresses, all with their hair, blonde and wavy, brunette and straight, copper and short, freshly done, their scents intoxicating me, their make-up like a wedding party. That was their plan, they told me, laughing about it in the back seat with me. Dress in matching dresses, spend the day together getting nails and hair done at some salon, and “get all ready for you,” as Tara put it, pressing a long, soft kiss with her steaming-hot frosted pink lips onto my cheek. They made me nervous when they got into that kind of mood.
“It’s like a first date,” Ariel said, entwining her fingers in mine and pulling my hand down over the top of her bare lap beside me. Her skin was warm and smooth. I struggled to focus my mind on the road ahead.
“Only it’s a first date with all three of us at the same time,” Tara said, also entwining her fingers in mine on my other hand, and pulling my hand down over her lap on my other side. She was bare there, too, and just as warm and smooth, and I gritted my teeth and clenched my eyes. They both teased me, pulling my hand up to the edge of their dresses that barely concealed their panties below, and they snickered at my nervousness and discomfort. Their eyes were glowing, glancing at each other across my face, pushing each other further. I swallowed hard and they both chuckled. They were having fun with their sexuality, fun making me sweat with it.
Christina, sitting in the window seat on the far side, leaned so far over Tara’s lap, she laughed and fell over her with her head landing in my groin, her blonde waves falling loosely in a fan over my lap. She held her phone up and as far away as she could to get a shot of all of us in the back seat of the car. All three of Ariel, Tara, and Christina made peace signs and puckered their kissing lips at the camera, all of their faces pressed against my face so that I was squeezed in the middle of them. They all played at lashing my face with their long, curling, pink tongues, and they all laughed. There was a sense in the back of that car that night that things could get carried this time, even more than other recent times.
“Except, I can’t date all three of you at the same time, I’m pretty sure,” I said.
“Well you’re just going to have to,” Ariel said in a funny, officious tone, and she kissed me on the cheek just like Tara had. “There’s simply no other way.”
“We couldn’t decide who gets you, so we decided we all do,” Tara said, and she kissed my other cheek just as softly and for just as long, too, and she squealed and laughed.
“You can handle it, can’t you?” Christina said, big, wide innocent eyes flashing up at me. She remained flopped over Tara’s and my lap, looking up at me from below. She had slipped her hand under her head and cupped it secretly around my balls, through my pants. All three of them were behaving as though their touches were secret, but they were doing a lousy job of it. No one seemed to care anyway. I jutted my jaw crookedly and tried to rise above it all. But the more I struggled, the more they pulled on me. 
“I don’t know if I can handle it, to be honest,” I said. “It’s still pretty strange, this whole thing, you have to admit.”
“Well, I think if we can handle it,” Christina said, “it pretty much looks like you’re going to have to handle it as well.” She laughed after two beats and Tara and Ariel laughed with her. All three squirmed in their tight, short dresses against me and they all moaned sexually, just to push me further. “Just don’t think so much about things,” Christina said to me from my lap with her eyes closing. She heaved up in her chest and smiled as though to herself, her hand squeezing too hard around my balls under her head making me flinch and groan with the onset of pain.
“Just relax, baby,” Ariel said into my ear in a half-groan, half-whisper. She pulled my fist under the bottom of her tight dress so that I felt the texture of the lace fabric of her panties below, and she pressed my hand against herself there harder.
“Just let it go,” Tara said, and she poked the hard tip of her tongue into my ear. “If all three us girls are fine with it . . . “ she said, not needing to finish her sentence. She pulled my other hand under the bottom of her dress, too, and unentangled our fingers enough to press the pad of my middle finger into the middle of the tiny triangle of the front of her panties, satin and slippery, and she grunted light and full of breath into my ear. I touched the front of both panties at the same time. Both girls teased me with breathy sighs in my ears.
The car pulled up to the curb and they pulled me out by the wrists, laughing and squealing in their high pumps and short dresses, past the bouncers they knew with a nod and a laugh, and straight into Wagons, drawing all eyes from everyone inside there. They didn’t let me sit down, but pulled me onto the dance floor right away. It was already a pounding, undulating mass of barely dressed young humanity pressed together and rising and falling as one. At 32, I might have been the oldest in the room, and with my “premature morose and stoic demeanor,” as Christina once told me I “affected,”  I felt twice as old as anyone else in there. Ariel, Tara, and Christina pulled me and pushed me from the edge of the mass and into the beating and writhing centre of it.
There was no point in trying to keep any distance between our bodies. They kept me between them, forming a triangle around me, but we were so tightly packed together, they had to raise their arms up and out of the way between us. Ariel turned around and pressed her ass hard against my groin. Tara and Christina formed a sandwich against my sides, and they spread their high heel pumps on the floor and humped their groins into my hips, hard.
No one could see and no was trying to watch. But it went far past anything I’d ever done on a dance floor with any girl before. It was far past anything I’d ever seen anyone do on a dance floor before. And now there were three of them doing it, and they all ground their bodies against mine in ways that made my knees wobble. I knew they were only having fun teasing me with their bodies, but my body couldn’t tell the difference. Their groans and cries, however embellished, made my mind swirl and my eyes cloud over.
“Let yourself go,” Tara cooed against my ear, and she chuckled and nipped me on my neck.
Christina stuffed her hand down the front of my pants and under my shorts. I felt the cool skin of her fingers slide around my bare cock inside. “Don’t question it,” she cooed in my other ear, and she chuckled, too.
Ariel let the back of her dress ride up around her waist and she flung her head forward. She put her hands on her knees to push her bared ass harder back against my groin. She was wearing the slimmest of red thong panties. She rotated her hips and curled her spine in and out against me. It was exactly the way she did it when we made love on my tables up in the formerly-secret top floor of my building. I seized her hips in my hands to try to stop her or slow her down or at least to ease her body away from mine, but she only pressed back harder against me. She was insistent. She was demandful.
The rising and falling mass of humanity squeezed me on all sides and lifted and dropped me. The beat was deep, hard, and relentlessly rhythmic. I was overcome with the scent of my three dates, mixed with the musk and sweat inside the place. Lights raised and fell, sweeping over us, strobing and blinding us, disorienting us and spinning us. Tara hugged my body on one side and drove the tip of her tongue around my ear and moaned like a woman climaxing. Christina squeezed and stroked my cock inside my pants and pressed her pelvis into my hip, rubbing herself on me and moving against me like another woman climaxing.
I felt air on my cock a moment, but I couldn’t see down clearly, there was not enough light or space to. But then I felt a very hot, very wet, and very tight grip seize me around the head of my cock. I popped my eyes wide open and saw Ariel arch her back as deeply as some gymnast, and she stuck her ass out behind her and pressed it against my pelvis with her feet spread more widely across the floor. Her short, tight, black dress hiked up over her waist. Both her hands were on her knees. I realized what she was doing. It was her pussy the head of my cock was burning up inside of.
She suddenly came off me and spun around and flung her arms up and around my neck, and she draped her body all over mine. “Baby’s fucking me on the dance floor!” she groaned and she grinned. “Gonna make me cum doing that, baby!” she cried, before she buried her tongue deep into my mouth.
Christina tucked my cock, cool and wet from Airel’s pussy, back into my pants. They dragged me out of the place and into the back of another car. All the way home to our street, they kissed me in turns, kissed each other, and ran their hands freely all over each other’s lithe, flowing bodies, and mine, too. We got to Christina’s apartment and fell up the stairs like one glued-together mass of four bodies. We fell into her couch together and necked and stroked and probed and squeezed whosever body parts we touched.
They took off their tiny black dresses without me noticing. Time dilated and the light fell dim. Christina put on chill dub music, some arabic-like ethno-tech tunes, and I was reminded of an oasis and of a tent with pillows and rugs all over. The girls undressed me without me noticing that either, and all three remained in only panties and necklaces and earrings and belly piercings. Soon their panties were gone, too. I was delirious, I was swooning. There was no talking, only gasping and groaning and crying and chirping. They had wound each other up, and they were continuing to wind each other up higher all over me on the couch. Something was happening that night. They were as if possessed.
Christina and Tara pushed me down lengthwise on the couch and they kissed each other over my face. I felt Ariel straddle me and I felt her push her pussy down over the head of my cock. I closed my eyes and my head swirled. I was unable to move or get up because they were all holding me down under them. They were overpowering me, they were taking over me.
When I opened my eyes again, it was Tara who was riding me, the way she bounded in my lap, her back bent all the way back, her hands plunging through her hair where it hung behind her and draped down over my thighs. She stuck her chest up and out and Ariel and Christina kissed her nipples and each other in front of and above me.
I shut my eyes again, unable to remain long in reality. When I next looked up and around me, Tara and Ariel were squeezing against my sides buried in the couch with me, turning my face to each of them in turn to coo at me and kiss me, their hands gliding over my naked body. I raised my head and looked down my body’s length. Christina was riding me in reverse, her body deeply arched, her hands gripping my ankles hanging on to me, and her hips moving on my lap like waves rolling up a beach.
I pushed myself up and mounted Christina from behind, seizing her hips in my hands. Tara and Ariel squealed and kissed and licked all four bodies everywhere. Cushions and pillows fell to the floor.
And then something heavier thumped to the floor. We all stopped long enough to look. I widened my eyes and blinked them to focus, and I stopped fucking Christina from behind to steady myself on the couch.
“Oh shit,” I said. Tara rolled off the couch and reached for what fell and held it up with a quizzical look on her face. It was the money deposit bag — and it had been tucked in Christina’s couch since the last time I’d visited her.
We all sat up straight, four-abreast down the length of the couch, pulled a blanket up over our naked bodies, and stared at the black money bag on the coffee table in front of us.
“Nobody seems to have missed it, there’s that, at least,” Christina said.
“I’m not so sure nobody missed it,” I said. “I’m not positive, but it felt like someone had been inside my apartment back at the building,” I said.
“Broke in?” Tara said.
“That’s just it,” I said. “No sign of forced entry, as they say in the shows.”
“Because they had a key,” Ariel said.
“And who has a key?” Christina said.
“Either dad, Joe, or Don,” I said. “Nobody else. They must have thought I left the bag of money in my apartment. They were looking for it there.”
“So not your dad, because why would he sneak in looking for it instead of just coming at you for fucking up, again,” Christina said.
“Again,” I said, turning to her and rolling my eyes.
“I didn’t mean it that way,” she said, and she kissed my cheek and squeezed my hand in hers under the blanket.
“So Joe or Don,” Tara said.
“Don is too chicken shit to do anything like that on his own,” I said.
“So Joe,” Ariel finally stated out loud to make a point of our united conclusion.
“But why?” Christina said.
Christina was the cold, calculating one of the four of us, the one who would never take her eyes off the prize. By contrast, Tara was the hound-dog among us, the digger, the one who could find out connections, work out the numbers, sniff out the hidden things. But Ariel, she was the free-thinker, the one who floated around above it all taking in the big picture and seeing the whole map at once.
Me? I was the worker among the four of us. I did what needed to be done.
“I know why,” Ariel said, and we all turned to her. “Because he needs it,” she said.
“So why not just take it from me?” I said.
“Because, silly, he needs it to run through the bank first,” she said. “Don’t tell me — his name is on the account, too, right?” she said.
I nodded. “Him and me,” I said.
“He’s been skimming your dad the whole time —  he was looking for the bag to take it down to the bank deposit drawer himself,” she said.
“Why not tell me to take it down if he thought I forgot to?” I said.
“Because then, silly,” she said, and she chuckled and kissed my cheek, “he’d be admitting to you that he knows it wasn’t put in, and why would he know that?”
“Because he takes it right back out again?” I said.
“Bingo,” she said.
“So,” Christina said, “open a different account, and deposit the money into that one,” she said. “Then when Joe can’t take it anymore, tell him you know what he’s been doing, and that you cut him off.”
“He won’t admit it,” I said.
“And that’s perfect,” she said. “So then you can both tell your dad that someone has been into the account and into your apartment too, and that you started putting the money in a different secret account to protect it.”
“And then!” Tara suddenly piped up. “You tell him you’ve been compromised! You tell him the whole operation is at risk! You tell him someone — the Feds? — were in your apartment!” she leapt up and onto my lap under the blanket. I could feel the hot underside of her bare thighs on my bare legs. It was distracting. She didn’t seem to notice or mind that my erection was poking her in the stomach.
“So then the whole building and the bar in it is suddenly out of circulation for them,” Christina said. “And you too — you’re so radioactive, nobody can come near you!”
“The FBI,” Tara said, rolling her head back and squinting at the wall behind me, “have Cole in their sights, so they can’t run the money through the bar anymore, they can’t be seen with Cole or do anything with him or with the building or with the bar anymore. The FBI are all over him — they can’t even talk to him.”
“How is that good for me?” I said.
“You’re too dangerous to be anywhere near for them,” Christina said. “Don’t you see? They can’t even sell the building or do anything with it. They can’t talk to you or make you do anything, and they have to leave the building in your name, too.”
“It sounds dangerous,” I said.
Christina and Tara and Ariel all laughed at once. “It isn’t really the FBI, dummy,” Tara said. “That’s just to keep your paranoid dad far away from you, and to keep his two idiot sons away from you, too,” she said.
“He does live in a fantasy movie-land, I’ll give you that,” I said. “But Joe knows it isn’t the FBI,” I said.
“But what’s he going to do about that?” Tara said. “Is he going to tell your dad he knows it isn’t the FBI breaking into your apartment because he was the one breaking into it? Looking for the money? Because he knows it wasn’t deposited? Because its him who’s been taking it out?”
“Good point,” I said.
“In fact,” Christina said, tapping my leg. “You can get him to push your dad toward that line of thinking, or you’ll tell your dad the truth about him.”
“I can’t just take the building,” I said.
Tara knelt back on my lap and hung her body from her outstretched arms with her fingers locked together in the back of my neck, and she shook her head at me. “It already is your building,” she said. “Didn’t you say he put it all in your name?” She reached under the blanket and wrapped her hand around my cock casually, easily, absently. She stroked me slowly and lightly.
“It is in my name,” I said, nodding slowly.
“And didn’t you say he just loves imagining the Feds are watching him, that it lets him pretend he’s some big-time most-wanted mobster?” Ariel said.
“He does love imagining himself in that role,” I said, still nodding.
“The more he loves it,” Christina said, “the more he’ll want to believe it, and the more he believes it, the further away he’ll keep from you, from your bar, from your building — and he’ll keep his two beloved idiot sons away from you, too.”
“You’ll just need to, once in a while, let him think they’re still watching you, and the bar and the building,” Ariel said. “To remind him how dangerous it would be to come anywhere near you.”
“And that shouldn’t be too hard . . . ” Tara said, falling back against my body and burying her face in my neck. “. . .  with the three of us helping you.” She kissed my mouth, she moaned against my lips, and she pushed her groin against my groin under the blanket. I could feel her pussy lips, wet and warm, press against the underside of my cock where she pinned it up against my stomach. She raised and lowered herself on me slowly and slightly, stroking my cock with her lips, rubbing herself on me.
Christina moaned against my neck on one side and Ariel chuckled and kissed and nuzzled my neck on my other side. The blanket fell from Tara’s shoulders. She gripped the top of the couch behind me and slid her hips down my abdomen so that the head of my cock nestled into the crease of her pussy, and she gasped. She curled her spine back a little further, and the head of my cock popped inside her pussy, and she slid her hips forward and slowly, steadily, engulfed me inside her completely in one steady movement.
“Is that nice for you, baby?” Ariel said into my ear, and she poked her tongue into my neck and chuckled.
Tara began to cry out loud and she rolled her head back and grimaced with clenched teeth at the ceiling.
“Oh my god, Tara!” Christina said to her, and Tara came down at her and they engaged in a rough, sloppy and noisy kiss with their tongues wagging in each other’s mouths. “Gonna cum!” Tara groaned to her as though it was a complaint.
Ariel reached around behind and under Tara’s hips and I felt her finger and thumb squeeze hard around the base of my cock as Tara rode up and down on me with increasingly spasmodic movements.
“Nuh-uh, no cumming inside Tara!” Ariel said into my ear and she laughed.
Tara began to start and stop with uneven quivers rippling through her body and she groaned painfully with her mouth all over Christina’s face. Her pussy contracted with rapid undulations around my cock and I wrapped my arms around the bare backs of both Christina and Ariel and pulled them harder against my sides.
Tara cried out to the ceiling and her hips shook like an earthquake. Everything in me zeroed down to a singularity of tension and my body went stiff as a plank and I ceased to breathe. Those three milliseconds of timelessness elevated me through the sky and my body shook. Just then, Tara fell off me and Ariel dove down in my lap and consumed my cock in her mouth completely. With her tongue swirling and her suction hard, she released her tight, painful grip around the base of my cock, and I exploded hard enough up and into her mouth to pump my jism out the back of her head, it felt like.
She held me until I subsided, swallowing and moaning and squirming and crying, muffled in my pelvis. When I subsided and sank back into the couch, I saw her mouth and chin hung with the wriggling worms of my cum, and she laughed in a languid tone and kissed Tara and Christina together, smearing them all over their faces with me. I gave into the sweep of unconsciousness at that moment. It was too much.
I did as Christina said, opening another secret account and depositing the money into it instead of the one Joe had access to. As predicted, Joe and Don started following me on my nightly walk to the bank. It only took three nights before they grabbed me off the street and hustled me into the back of their absurd car and sped away to a disused wharf on the waterfront. They must have watched as many mob movies as dad did.
“I know you’re skimming dad’s money,” I said to Joe straight up. Don looked at him horrified, which wasn’t saying much, since he looked at almost everything in daily life with the same horrified look.
They looked at each other and I knew in that instant they were the last people anyone would ever be dumb enough to go into crime with. They had poker faces like a fish has wings. I rolled my eyes and wondered if they were possibly too stupid to be duped, if there was such a thing.
“So,” I said, doing my best to recall the script that Christina, Tara, and Ariel came up with for me, “first, you’re going to find a different way to get the money into the bank, not using me anymore,” I said. “And second, you’re not taking anything from the bar anymore,” I said. “In fact, you’re not stepping foot on the block where the building is, and you’re not coming anywhere near me, either.”
“Dad’s never going to allow that!” Don said.
I rolled my eyes. “Here is what you’re telling dad,” I said to him. “Cole’s apartment was broken into, the building is compromised, the Feds know about the bar, they’ve been watching Cole take the deposit down every night,” I said.
“For real!?” Don said, spinning around in the front seat, horror back on his face.
“No dummy,” Joe said to him, and he slapped his face. “It’s what we’re telling dad.”
I squinted at Joe. I doubted what Tara said about how easy it would be to persuade them to tell the big lie to dad, but she was right. He took to it immediately. 
“You tell dad,” I said to Joe, “that nobody can go near me, near the building, or near the bar, because the Feds are watching everything I do and they know all about me,” I said.
He nodded like he was trying his level best to memorize everything I was telling him to tell dad.
“You tell dad you can’t talk to me or ever be seen near me,” I said. “You tell him you are sure it’s top level brass at the Feds,” I said. That was a phrase dad loved to use, and it maybe came from some movie a way back, “top level brass at the Feds” being one his favorite phrases, whatever it meant.
I tossed the black money bag into the front seat between them. “You do it just like I said,” and I nodded for emphasis, “and you can go back to your skimming ways.” They both looked down and squinted. “You can go ahead and deposit that one yourselves and then find some other way going forward,” I said. “You’re not using me anymore.”
“What about the Feds?!” Don said.
“For fuck sakes,” I said to Don.
“There are no Feds, brother,” Joe said to him solemnly, and not without sympathy.
“You better convince yourself there are,” I said to Joe, “and convince this one too,” I said, gesturing with my chin to Don. “You guys can’t act worth shit.”
“Good idea,” Joe said, nodding dutifully.
The next night, I left the bar and walked down to the cafe. I took my time there, too. I didn’t see Joe and Don in their dumb flame-painted car and I didn’t see my dad in his dumb Caddy, either. When I got back to the bar, I gestured to the bartender, but he shook his head “No” — Joe and Don hadn’t been by. No money appeared through the mailslot of my apartment above the bar, either, money that I previously had to pretend was the non-existent tenants paying their rent.
The income at the bar took a serious hit, there being no more shady money running through it to launder, but the mood of the whole place, without those two idiot goons showing up most nights, felt lighter instantly.
We closed the bar and cleaned up and hung around for a couple of drinks ourselves, me, Christina, Tara, and Ariel.
“Didn’t you say you were doing a degree in business admin?” I said to Tara. “Sort of running into a cashflow squeeze here,” I said. “Now that all that dirty money isn’t coming through anymore,” I said, and I chuckled.
“Well you’re sitting in a building with empty units, a shitty store next door that always misses rent, and a bar that nobody has ever organized the budgets for,” she said.
“How many empty units did you say?” Ariel said.
“Three empty units,” I said. “Then the space above — and there’s another half up there I’ve never looked inside of,” I said.
“You’re secret space on top,” Christina said.
“My formerly secret space,” I said, rolling my eyes at her.
“You can’t rent the apartments out to other people without them seeing you go up there,” Tara said.
“Maybe don’t rent to other people, then,” Ariel said. She pulled a crooked grin up the side of her face. “There are three of us,” she said, and she shrugged.
“No way!” I said, and I hung my face down and swung it side to side and chuckled. “Not getting you guys involved in this thing any more than you already are,” I said.
“But what’s to be involved in anymore?” Tara said. “You said it yourself — your dad and brothers are not going to step foot anywhere near here anymore,” she said. “Not with the FBI top level brass breathing down your neck,” she said, and she snorted.
“And anyway,” Christina said, “now that there’s no more funny money being run through the place, you have a real and legit ongoing business concern on your hands here — and who better to get involved with you than a marketing whiz, a business admin genius, and a finance guru?”
“You three?” I said.
They all nodded, and they all leaned in closer over the table toward me.
“I mean, why not?” Ariel said. Her eyes widening with her grin.
“Say we move into the empty apartments,” Tara said. “And we kick that deadbeat store out of the ground floor, and we start to run the bar’s books properly,” Tara said.
“Who are we getting to move into that retail space when that shit store leaves?” I said.
“An art gallery,” Ariel suddenly said. “Which we run too — and we put some of your stuff in there. My minor is in art history, you know,” she said. “We can have shows, with wine even!”
I looked hard sideways. “I can’t do this,” I finally said. “This is too much. I want to go back to being the silent guy at the end of the bar every night, the guy with the secret floor up top, the guy with nobody and nothing and nowhere and no how.”
“Drink up!” Christina said, ignoring me. She tipped the bottom of my drink to make it spill down my chin. “Take us upstairs, let’s see those apartments.”
“And the other half of the space up top,” Tara said. “Maybe our business offices? Accounting, marketing, and finance departments?” she said and she laughed.
Ariel clapped and Christina whooped. There was no stopping them once the idea grabbed them. “A whole building, a bar, an art gallery, and who knows what else,” Christina said, taking my hand in hers. We moved together out the back door and up the stairs screwed to the back of the building.
“A lot easier taking your girlfriends home after the bar closes,” Tara said, “when we all live right above it.” She took my other hand in hers.
The three empty apartments were dusty, but they were nothing a little cleaning and refurnishing couldn’t look after. On top, the other half of the floor was reached through a door and steps opposite the door I used in the middle of the hallway. It looked exactly the same, but in reverse, with four large semi-circular windows along the back wall and a rustic hardwood floor stretching across the vast red-brick space. We discovered the wall between the two halves was actually a set of three double doors that turned it into one large space, if needed.
“Our business offices on t his side,” Christina said, “and your art studio on that side.”
The apartments came first, and within a week, all three of them were moved in. We met in the hallway joining the four units at the top of the interior stairs. “I’m all done unpacking,” Ariel said.
“I’m all set up, too,” Tara said.
Christina came out her door and joined us. “I’m finished,” she said. “We need to celebrate!”
I cleared my throat. I had stood in that hallway a lot of times before, pondering my life such as it was, full of pretending and hiding and not being myself. And now Christina, Tara, and Ariel were in that hallway with me, the echoing empty apartments I left alone for so long was filled with their stuff and with them, too, the secret floor above was not such a secret anymore, and the whole small-time but risky business with my brothers, my dad, with the stupid money bags and risky walks to the bank every night — all of it was in the past. I felt empty, somehow.
“How?” Christina said.
I thought about it. “I don’t have anything left to be morose and sardonic about anymore,” I finally said. “I was getting pretty good at being morose, wasn’t I,” I said.
We didn’t have time to talk about it — the bar needed opening. It was nine o’clock on a Saturday and the regular crowd shuffled in. I sat in my usual stool at the end of the bar and and made love to my tonic and gin. Nobody had any reason to suspect anything was different, of course, but inside my head, I knew everything was different, and I was giddy about it. It was an unfamiliar emotion for me.
I stepped outside and leaned over a parking meter and looked up at my building, at my narrow apartment balcony overhead, and down again, through the glass in the doors of my bar, over to the doors of the shitty store we told to move out by month’s end, and back to the bar again and to the three bodies sliding around inside like berezka dancers, serving people their drinks and food: my three dates, my three new girlfriends, Christina, Tara, and Ariel. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, barely able to keep myself from grinning like a madman.
We closed and cleaned up and went outside. “Time to take us home,” Ariel said, and she chuckled. We stepped four steps over and went right back inside the front door sunk back between the bar and the shit store and up the stairs inside to the units up top, and we paused in the common space of the hallway off which all four of our doors lead.
“We were talking,” Christina said.
“You always seem to be talking,” I said.
“You have to choose,” she said.
“Choose what?”
“What do you think?” Tara said, and she flared her eyes widely at me and shook her head.
“Why do I have to choose?” I said.
“Because this is you being forced to win back control of your life,” Christina said.
“This is you taking a step out of some secret pretend world you used to live in, and into the real world — with us in it,” Ariel said.
“I can’t just choose like that!” I said. “What, and just reject the other two?”
Tara leaned in close to me. “What you have to understand,” she said, and she kissed my cheek. “To choose one thing is not the same as rejecting all other things.”
“It’s the difference . . . ” Ariel said, also stepping up close to me, also pressing her soft, warm lips to my cheek. “ . . . between moving toward what you want, and away from what you don’t want. They’re opposite movements even if they look the same.”
“This is your practice, starting tonight,” Christina said. “You’re not running away from reality anymore, you’re not hiding in the shadows, and you’re not pretending anything, not anymore,” she said. “Starting tonight, right now, you’re going into what’s real, and what’s real right now is me, Tara, and Ariel, each of us wanting you in our beds tonight, but all of us fine, as well, if you go to another’s.”
“How can that even be?” I said. “It makes no sense.”
“You’re only about ten years old than us,” Tara said. “But maybe it’s a whole generational thing between us. We ‘re all friends, you know, we like it  when you pick any of us.”
“I can’t,” I said, after pausing a moment, after imagining it a moment — imagining reaching out, taking the one I felt like having, and going with her.
“You have to,” Christina said. “It’s the way it’s going to be now. You need to practice.”
They lined up shoulder to shoulder in a row in front of me and they all put their hands behind their backs and settled themselves down as though they could wait all night for me to choose.
I looked at Ariel, her olive-green eyes, her short-cut copper hair, her shorter body and her bright expression, all eternal happiness and bubbling joy. I looked at Tara, her deep brown eyes, her long shimmering brunette hair, and her demure thoughtfulness, her intellectual air, her calm and ever-present reticence. And then I looked at Christina, her blue eyes, her cascading waves of blonde hair falling down around her face and over her shoulders, her taller, slimmer body, and her calculating grin, her eyes flaring with mischief, her eager competitiveness oozing out of her pores.
I sucked a deep, noisy breath through my narrow teeth and I squinted with fear. Who even does this, I thought. I reached out for Ariel’s hand. Ariel whooped and hollered and high-fived both Tara and Christina, who both laughed and squealed, too. “I win!” Ariel shrieked, and she yanked me to her door.
I turned and shrugged sheepishly at Christina and Tara.
“Enjoy!” Christina said.
“Don’t break her!” Tara said. And they both turned and went through their doors and away.
Ariel pulled me into her apartment and pressed me back against the back of her closed door. She lifted herself on her toes and kissed me more gently than I expected. “I’m going to shower first,” she said, “and you can join me if you like. Or not — up to you,” she said, and she snorted and grinned.
I watched her turn away from me, unzip the hip of her skirt and let it fall, pull her satin top up and over her head, letting it fall on the floor ahead of her skirt, reach behind her and unclasp her bra and curl her shoulders around her chest to let the slack straps slide down her arms — and to let her bra fall to the floor, too, as she rounded the hallway into her bathroom. She teased me, standing in the doorway of her bathroom as she bent at her knees and waist with her feet together, and she pulled her thong panties down over her ass and let it fall where she stepped out of them. She left the bathroom door open for me to see.
I heard the water come on. I undressed, laying my clothes over her couch, and came to her bathroom door. The building was old, a classic. The bathroom tubs in the apartments were the old claw-foot types, deep and long. A chrome pipe hung from the ceiling from which the semi-transparent shower curtain hung, obscuring Ariel’s form behind it, but not completely. I could see the silhouette of her body as she arched deeply in her back, lifted her elbows, and plunged her hands into her hair, letting the hot water from the big rain-head splash her chest and run down her stomach and drip from her abdomen.
I climbed over top of the edge and stepped into the tub behind her and I slid down her body onto my knees.
“Oh fuck, Cole,” she groaned, leaning her head back. “That’s so fucking hot.”
I nudged her legs wider and took the cheeks of her ass in my hands and I opened her legs to my face.
She hung her hands from the chrome pipes overhead and lifted one foot onto the rounded edge of her tub to give me greater access to her down there.
I spread her cheeks and pushed my face into her crease. I laid my tongue out and poked it at her pussy lips. They were already hot and moist, and not just with water. Her body quivered and I flicked my tongue over her parts, and she sucked a short, sharp breath through her clenched teeth.
“What are you doing?” I heard her voice cry out, but to herself, not to me.
I stayed silent and I flicked my tongue over her pussy lips and circled her clitoris with the hardened tip of my tongue.
She leaned forward and pressed her spread hands on the wall below the shower head. “Cole!” she said in a cry. “Fuck!” she groaned.
I felt her thighs stiffen and her hips spasm with ripples. I sucked on her pussy lips and took her clitoris between my lips and pulled on it, letting it snap back.
She gasped at the wall and hung her head down. Her fingers curled into her palms and she pressed her arms straight out with her hands now tight as fists as though she was punching them through the wall. I lapped at her pussy, and violent quakes ripped through her hips.
“You’re gonna make me . . . “ she started to say, but she didn’t finish her sentence before she inhaled sharply as though frightened, and she held her breath. Her molten sap ran over my tongue and she lost her grip on the wall, her knees collapsed, and she fell onto the floor of the tub and leaned back, splayed and lifeless over my body behind and under her as the spray of the hot, strong shower rained down on her from the ceiling above.
She began to laugh and she rolled over in place on top of me and began to kiss me all over my mouth and face and neck with the shower spray on her back. I sat up in the tub as though I was bathing, my arms resting down the curved tops of the sides, my legs straight out. She kissed me down my chest and arms and stomach, and poked her tongue at me and licked me all over my abdomen, and into my pubic hair. She crouched between my legs and cupped her hand gently around my balls and lifted my half-hard cock with her tongue and kissed the head before slipping her lips around it.
The shower rained heat down on my body and face from high above and I closed my eyes. Water filled the tub with my foot over the drain and steam filled the room. Ariel sank her warm, suckling mouth down over the head of my cock, and she took me in her mouth slowly and deeply until I felt the back of her throat with the tip of the head. She pulled back up and wrapped her fist around the shaft and began to slowly pump me hand and mouth together.
She wouldn’t slow down, she wouldn’t speed up, and when my breath grew short and sharp, still she changed nothing. I gripped the sides of the tub and curled my fingers around and under it. Still she sucked on me altering not her timing or her pressure. My thighs went hard as steel and the soles of my feet twitched. She moaned with my cock deep in her mouth, and the vibrations rattled me throughout my body. I combed my fingers through her wet hair. She caressed and encouraged my balls. I held her around the back of her neck and she bobbed on me without relent.
She continued with exactly the same timing and pressure even as I erupted powerfully inside her mouth and even as my cum ran out from her lips and down her chin. She swallowed and pumped and swallowed and pumped, and when I finally relaxed and subsided and sank back down from under her, she finally came off me, wiped the back of her hand over her mouth, and she laughed lightly and to herself.
She helped me up, eventually, and made me stand with my hands splayed into the wall with the shower pouring down over my head as she soaped me up all over with some new kind of loofa sponge and she cleaned me and rinsed me and, when she turned the water off, she patted me with thick towels and took me, still in a daze, to her bed.
We laid in it and kissed and hugged and fell asleep. Sometime in the middle of the night — I had no idea what time it was — I woke up to find Ariel sucking me. She laughed when I startled awake, and then she climbed up over my body and pressed the heels of her hands down into my shoulders. She moved her hips until she caught the head of my cock with her pussy lips, and she sank down on me and gasped to the wall behind me.
I had barely woken up before I was cumming inside her, and I had barely noticed that she was cumming at the same time as me. We didn’t talk. We only collapsed, kissed briefly, and fell back asleep.
“I hardly even remember it,” she said in the morning. “It felt like a dream, fucking you!” she said.
I had to remind her it even happened.
She had classes and I had my morning studio time upstairs — another thing all three of them were forcing me to take more seriously. While she got ready for school, I ran up to the cafe to get us two coffees so she could at least wake up on the bus. I caught sight of the back of Joe and Don peeling out the back door of the cafe and I realized they must have seen me coming down the sidewalk. I smirked and tapped the counter and nodded at the barista, and said “two this time” to her, “to go.” Then I thought a second and corrected myself. “Make it four, would you?”
She smirked back at me and widened her eyes to herself. It had, of course, always only ever been one with me.
I turned around to lean against the counter behind me. The old men all turned away as though they’d been staring at the back of my head. I moved toward the window as though I wanted to look out. Everyone cleared way for me. When I came out with coffees for Ariel and me and the two others, the men outside on the sidewalk nodded, looked down, and in every ape-like way possible, deferred to me. I saw my dad’s caddy a few spots up peel away from the curb and into the street and away — the opposite way that would have taken him past my building.
It made me wonder what everyone thought. With the two idiot goons and my dad, even, taking off at the sight of me, did they think I was the new silverback who took over the clan? I strutted up the street and couldn’t stop grinning to myself. I had no inclination to correct anyone’s misapprehension about what was going on between me and my ridiculous family. I’d spent so many years pretending to be constrained by them, what could it hurt, getting some time in pretending to be their new overlord instead?
I came up the stairs in my building, knocked on Tara’s and Christina’s doors, and put their fresh steaming coffees on the floor in front of them, and I slipped back into Ariel’s place and found her in her mirror doing her hair, and I put her coffee on her bathroom counter.
She kissed me, took the coffee, and marveled at how I knew exactly how she took it. We stepped out and ran directly into Tara and Christina in the hallway.
“What are the chances,” I said.
“We were texting all morning, dummy,” Tara said, and she waved her phone in front of my face. “Bye darling!” she said and she laughed. Christina and Ariel laughed too, and all three waved at me, smiled at me, and blew kisses at me, too, and they smirked at me as they rounded the corner and went down the stairs together and off to school.
I went through the small secret door, up the dark stairs to the double doors, and stepped up the three wide steps onto the wide, deep hardwood floor on top. And I stopped breathing.
All my paintings were slashed — each of them had been cut diagonally with a box-cutter, and left to bleed out all over the floor. There wasn’t one that wasn’t cut to shreds. I fell down on my knees unable to take another step into my studio. I could barely breathe. 




Chapter 4 

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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