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His new home looked like a motel to Miles. The apartment doors opened onto shared, listing porches and dark curtains hung in the casement window next to each door. As he climbed the wooden stairs that tacked up the front of the building, he could see, in front of him, each step bend under Logan’s shoes, revealing loose splinters. Miles wondered if the suitcase he was holding like an armful of firewood made him heavy enough to split through and fall back to the ground.
“We’re on the fifth floor, the top,” Logan said, climbing without concern. “Almost there. We’ll probably grill up some dinner by the pool tonight. Unless you have other plans.”
“Pool?”
“Yeah. Right? I’m telling you, this place is the nicest shithole you’ve ever seen.”
The building leaned against a hill at the back of Parking Lot Purple, the water park’s distant, free lot. Miles looked out over his shoulder, across the half-mile to the massive concrete wall which held up the Thunderbank and the spiraling towers of the WaveDrop and the Rushing Plummet. Below him, the asphalt lot ran right to the edge of the building. Where was there a swimming pool?
“No, yeah,” Miles said. “Grilling sounds great. I’ve been heating beans on a hot plate for a week.”
“We can do better than that. Here we go.”
Only two doors opened onto the porch on the top story but as Logan shook his key into the lock, he pointed at the far door and said, “They’re both ours.” Which would make the apartment huge, unless the back of the building had been condemned. Since Logan invited Miles to move in he’d spoken in a confusing plural. He never mentioned other roommates but he always said “our place” and “we’ll grill.” Miles didn’t know if “we” was he and Logan or some other group.
“Home sweet shithole,” Logan said, swinging the door open.
Miles carried his suitcase into a small coatroom. It was kind of a shithole. One small casement window let in enough light to see the dust in the air and doors opened straight ahead and to the right. Dingy tan carpeting moldered on the floor. One wooden chair sat in the corner with pillow-case thin cushions, polished smooth with dirt and grease, draped on the seat and tied to the back.
“You can take off your shoes here. The carpet looks gross but we vacuum.”
Miles pried off his shoes, toe to heel, without putting down his suitcase.
“Okay,” Logan said, “first thing, let’s get you in your room so you can drop off your stuff.”
Logan set off and Miles followed. The next room had the same carpet, and now that Miles’s eyes were adjusting to the dim light, the same old wallpaper: graying fleur-de-lis on a gold background. This room was bigger, with two molting sofas.
“Living room.”
Then a bedroom, still the same carpet and wallpaper but a mattress on the floor and a hamper of laundry.
“Bedroom,” Logan said, but kept moving, choosing one of the several doors in every room and following the dingy carpet through to the next. Bathing suits in various stages of drying—some work suits from the park, some not—hung on nearly every doorknob they passed. Through one doorway Miles saw a kitchen with waxy orange floor tiles and a rounded avocado fridge.
“Another bedroom. Den. Bedroom. Just storage, I guess. Here. This is your room.”
The carpet and wallpaper hung on but instead of the tiny casement windows a skylight poked through the ceiling. A mattress rested on a metal frame, covered with a quilt. Sliding doors had jumped their rails and leaned in different directions, blocking the way to a closet. Laundry, photo albums, disposable cameras, coat hangers, and at least three Pokémon stuffed animals drifted in the corners.
Miles put his suitcase on the bed but held onto the handle. “It looks like someone already has this room?”
“Yeah?” Logan said, as if he hadn’t noticed. “Yeah. I think this is right, though. Hold on.” He disappeared the way they had come, shouting as he went.
Miles tried to listen but couldn’t make out what Logan was saying or hear anyone he was talking with. He stared into the plastic eyes of an upside down Pokémon while he waited. No matter what, this place was bigger, less lonely, and there was a pool.
Logan popped back in from the other door.
“Nope, this is Chris’s stuff but he’s definitely gone. You can throw out whatever you don’t want. I think there used to be some bins in the closet, like a dresser sort of. Or maybe under the bed. But you can unpack later, right? We’re cooking already. Let’s eat.”
“Yeah,” Miles said, “I don’t want to leave you or I might get lost.” He let go of his suitcase.
“I know it. Wild place, right? So, through that door is my room. And this is the storage thing. Fell free to shove stuff in here if you want, but it might also get adopted. I come in here sometimes, looking for stuff.”
The room next door did have lots of stuff: piles and boxes of clothes and linens and lamps and even a stack of plastic chairs and a bundle of tiki torches.
“How many people live here?” Miles asked.
“Oh, um. It’s huge. I think there are six bedrooms and they’re all full again now that you’re here. Seven people technically. But there are another few who are basically always around. Boyfriends.” They cut through a room with no bed but a Pokémon blanket on the floor. Maybe Chris’s, adopted from the storage room. “But they’re on again, off again, too. And then there’s usually a couple buddies who end up crashing on a couch. Basically, you could hide a friend here for like a week before anyone would notice.”
“But they know I’m coming, right?”
“Oh, yeah, yeah. Paying customers are always welcome. Even if Chris was still here we’d turn the den into a room for you or something. The more of us, the less we pay. Okay, kitchen.”
As they came into the kitchen with the orange tiles Miles glanced back to see if he could remember the way they’d come.
“And this,” Logan said, “is the pool.”
Miles turned and with a pop and a shush Logan slid open a wide glass door and stepped outside.
The building’s fifth floor rose above the hill and the back of the apartment opened out onto a concrete patio. A long, low eave hung over the first dozen feet, shading a picnic table and scattered chairs. Wet and shivering a little in just his trunks, but smiling, a very skinny man stood over a grill, which was closed and smoking. Two other guys watched from a few feet away, drinking beers and grinning.
Miles followed Logan into the open air, to the edge of the huge, lagoon-like pool carved out of the top of the hill. Four people splashed and held each other under the almost-green water. A few feet of patio edged the bean-shaped pool and a split-rail fence separated them from the grasslands that surrounded the water park. The setting sun lit up two more picnic tables, a glider, and a pair of outdoor couches, all set around the pool. A couple straddled a picnic table bench, playing bloody knuckles.
“Holy shit,” Miles said.
“Yeah. The pool’s the thing. Here. This is Marty.” Marty was the guy at the grill. “Marty, this is Miles. Moving into Chris’s room.”
“Right on,” Marty said, offering a pruned hand. “You eat meat?”
“I eat anything,” Miles said, which hadn’t been true for a few years but he wanted to be accommodating and he’d become a vegetarian out of convenience when he started dating Greer. Now it seemed convenient to stop.
“Barry and Nick,” Logan said, introducing the other two guys. “Only Nick lives here.”
They all shook and then Barry—Miles was pretty sure that one was Barry—offered him a beer, which he took.
Logan pointed across the patio to the couple. “Rose and Jose. Guys, this is Miles. Moving into Chris’s room.”
“Nice to meet you,” Rose said, without looking up. Jose glanced at them to smile and Rose nailed his knuckles.
“Ah! Bitch!”
“I think Jose has his own place somewhere but he’s been here for, like, the last month, so maybe he lives here now.”
The people in the pool swam over for introductions. One couple beached themselves on the ramp out of the shallow end and the other walked out and picked towels off a chair.
Holding out his hand, the beached man said, “Hey, Miles. Gregory.”
Miles crouched and shook. “I’m not going to remember all your names,” he apologized.
“Don’t sweat it. I don’t even know her name.” The beached woman, who had what had to be an afro stuffed into a bathing cap—a few damp tendrils snuck out behind her ears—elbowed Gregory, splashing Miles.
“Ignore him. He just wants to fuck me.”
Gregory blushed and looked at his hands.
“I’m Eunice,” the woman said. “Old fashioned name. Easy to remember.”
“I’ll try. Eunice. Nice to meet you.”
“You coming in?” she asked, which made Gregory blush again and blow bubbles underwater.
“Umm...” Miles didn’t want to wade into someone else’s sexual tension in his first minutes at his new apartment.
“It’s not dirty,” Eunice said, watching Miles hesitate. “Just not chlorinated. Boggs, how you keep the pool clean? Boggs is in charge of keeping the pool clean.”
Miles stood. Boggs had walked out of the pool and he leaned past the woman who had come out with him and shook hands with Miles.
“I’m Boggs,” he said. “Copper ions, man. Doesn’t mess up your skin. Doesn’t mess up the ozone. Same levels you’d find in a vitamin and its kryptonite to algae. We’ll all be green by August anyway cause of work, but we don’t get that shit at home.”
“No, if you swim here everyday after work, it’s not so bad,” Eunice said. “At the end of the summer go stand next to some asshole who doesn’t live here and you can see the difference.” She pushed off the bank, back into the pool.
“You by any chance standing next to some white dude when you do that test, Eunice?” Boggs called after her.
The woman next to Boggs was talking to Logan. “What if I take your Sunday shift? I’ll work a double and you can have the whole day off.”
“I’ve stated my terms,” Logan said. “I will cover for you... on Saturday. A nice dry job in the log-flume hut.”
“That’s my only dry shift all week.”
“And I don’t have any. Miles, this is Auburn. Auburn, Miles.”
She sighed and pulled off her bright red bathing cap. Movie star hair rolled off her head and onto her shoulders, thick and instantly dropping into close-up-ready waves.
Miles shook her hand. “You match your hair. That helps. Auburn.”
She shrugged. “It’s not my real name. Not the one I was born with, anyway. I spend too much time on it, so people call me Auburn.”
“It looks very nice.”
“And do you work on Tuesday, Miles?”
“Nope. Tuesday I’m off.”
“Tuesday you’re off!” She held up her hands in victory. “Let’s make a deal!”
“Uh...” Miles said.
“I met this artist in town, Miles. He said I could use his studio any time. I want to go Tuesday.”
“Paint at night,” Barry said. “We’ll get by without you.”
“I want to paint in the sunlight, retard. Plus I don’t think he’s there during the day.”
“Is he weird or something?” Miles asked.
“You can switch with me on Tuesday?”
Logan laughed. “Not gonna happen, precious. Miles is a carrier.”
Auburn wrinkled her nose. “What?”
But Nick was leaning in. “You say you’re a carrier?”
Even Rose looked up for the first time, holding up one hand to stop Jose from going after her knuckles.
Miles smiled. “Yeah,” he said. “I just started a week ago. I mean, obviously, when I got here. But I’ve never done it before.”
“Is it as fucked up as I think it is?” Nick asked.
“It’s actually sort of normal. Kind of easy, so far. There are a few weirdoes. My supervisor’s kind of weird.”
Marty called from the grill. “Burgers up! They’re right here.” Then he streaked past Miles to the pool—“I am fuh-reeezing!”—and splashed into the water.
“Dude, it’s like 80 degrees. You were just standing by the fire.”
Eunice came out of the water and Jose stood up and the six of them wandered toward the grill to join Barry who was loading his burger with vegetables.
“Wait, it’s easy work?” Auburn said and Miles turned to her. Her hair really was gorgeous. He’d switch shifts with her to make friends just so he could maybe touch her hair later in the summer. He liked playing with women’s hair. Somehow, it was this erotic thing you could get away with in the right circumstances. One time Greer had even instructed him to play with her friend Tanya’s hair. “It feels so good,” she said to Tanya. “You’ll love it.” And Miles plodded across the room and fondled Greer’s friend’s pretty head while they all smiled and chatted about music.
“What is it?” Auburn asked.
“So... I’m a carrier. At the Gilden Glade Quarry. That’s the granite one.”
“The fake spring?” Auburn said. “Where you swim with those turtles? I love turtles.”
“I don’t work with any turtles,” Miles said.
“They re-did it this year,” Greg said, still in the pool. “Trying to get, like, resort spa business but in the most fucked up way I have ever heard. Bunyan’s kid went to Mexico or something, where they have this at all the resorts and he came back and bothered the old man about it all winter until he agreed to let him try it this summer.”
Auburn laughed. “But I still don’t know what it is.”
Miles figured out on his second day in town that this was his quick and easy chance to be interesting. All the park’s employees, especially those who had worked there for a few seasons, wanted to know about his job. That was why Logan sat down to eat lunch with him one day. Already his strange job had gotten him out of the expensive, roach-filled room that was an eighty-minute walk to the park and to this amazing pool, over four miles closer to work.
“So,” Miles said, looking around the group, “some rich guy comes to the park, maybe brings his kids and leaves them with childcare, and he comes to the quarry and signs up for swimming lessons, but I think there’s only one guy so far who is actually there to learn. Most guys just come to be carried. I carry him into the water. I carry him around. I just sort of stand there and hold him up. But the water helps, obviously. Oh, thanks.” Jose handed him a burger and he took a bite. After a few years, beef tasted surprisingly like earth and blood.
“You’re like a float?” Auburn asked.
“Sort of,” Miles said. “I am sort of like a float. But they can tell me where they want to go. There’s a floating bar I carry them to, or over to their friends to talk. There’s a couple guys, neither that I’ve ever carried, but who just sort of pout in opposite corners and every now and then ask to be carried to the other and just start swearing at the guy, really creative curses, they’ve got this ancient feud and they’ll just tear into each other until we carry them apart.”
“Are there ever any women?”
“Sometimes. But all the carriers are guys.”
“So you can’t switch shifts with me?”
Miles shook his head.
“What a stupid job,” Auburn said, walking to the grill.
“It’s like the park is getting in touch with its bathhouse roots,” Rose said.
Eunice laughed. “The rich heritage of man-boy love.”
Taking her food to a picnic table Auburn said, “I know my job’s stupid, but that is messed up.”
“Wait, wait, though,” Barry said. “Do you have to jerk these guys off or anything?”
Miles took another bite of his burger. This was not the hilarious and compelling introduction he’d imagined for himself a few minutes before.
Miles put sheets on his mattress. He wrestled with his closet doors for a sweaty hour until they snapped back on track. He tossed the Pokémon animals into the storage room next door. He stacked two boxes on their sides to make shelves for his clothes. He dropped a book and a magazine by his bed. He didn’t have much stuff.
After that, routine came easy in the apartment. They woke in the morning, half of them hungover, and walked across the lot to the water park. When they came home they grilled and then, after they ate, they took the grill off its legs, set it on the concrete and built a fire inside. Someone from the apartment felled some trees the summer before, probably illegally, and wood was stacked and drying in the forest that ringed the dry, grassy hills behind the pool. To make himself useful, Miles volunteered to hop the railing, lug back armfuls of wood, and set up the teepee in the grill.
Every night when he got home, he looked for Auburn around the pool. Some nights she painted at that artist’s studio in town, but when she was around Auburn swam, talking from the pool with the firelight blinking off the water around her. The rest of them sat around the patio, telling jokes and stories fast, razzing each other in a way Miles didn’t dare join. They made fun of Kyle because he was missing a toe but no one mentioned Marty’s pigeon chest. Until Miles knew what was fair game, he laughed along and otherwise kept his mouth shut. When the buzz of laughter and teasing whipsawed apart and splintered into three or four little conversations, Miles watched the fire or Auburn swimming, happy not to be alone in his old apartment.
Eunice handed him a beer and sat down on the lawn couch next to him.
“I like the way,” she said, pulling her legs underneath her, “this fabric leaves an imprint. I like to get it on my knees.”
“Sometimes,” Miles said, “I sit on my hands and then pretend I’m made of plaid.”
“I tell people I’ve had an accident with a very small waffle iron.”
“I say... I was knit... by some old lady.”
Eunice grimaced. “Maybe we should have quit while we were ahead.”
“I was trying to think of a famous knitter.”
“That can be overwhelming. There are so many. Aside from the furniture, you liking it here, okay?”
“I love it. There’s a pool. Everyone’s nice.”
“Yeah, June’s good. July’s all sex and August is all drama. By September, you’ll want to live alone in a shoebox.”
“Oh, yeah? Is that why you’ve got a steady guy?”
“Who?”
“Gary? I told him I wouldn’t remember his name. Guy who was here the day I moved in. I thought he was your boyfriend?”
“Gary?”
Miles sipped his beer. “Black guy. Real square chin. You teased him he wanted to sleep with you. You were so mean to him, I thought for sure you were together.” He was always a little extra proud of himself when he described someone as black to another black person. Like he just passed his own small, not-racist test.
“Oh, no. Greg. He was a friend of Boggs or something. I’m fancy free, little boy. That change your game plan for the summer?”
“Oh. You’re just that mean to every guy.”
She winked at him.
“Hey,” Auburn called from the pool. “Carrier.” All but one conversation stopped and the circle turned to Miles. “I want the works. Come show me what these old men are getting.”
“Uh-oh,” Eunice said. “Red saw her prey talking to another girl. You better git.”
Miles knew he should not be so happy to be called prey. He laughed and shrugged. “I am new here.”
Eunice pushed him off the couch and then leaned toward the fire and loudly asked Barry about working the WaveDrop.
Miles stopped by the cooler and pulled out another beer. He twisted it open as he waded down the bank, into the pool.
“Come where I can stand,” he said and Auburn cut over to him with a few breaststrokes. “You’re a better swimmer than I am, so we can skip that part and I’ll just give you an old man special. Hold these.”
He passed her the beers. As she opened her mouth to speak, he knelt down, underwater, and reached one arm behind her knees and the other below her shoulders and stood, lifting her into his arms.
She laughed and kicked her feet but held the beers up and level, resting one on his shoulder and the other on her stomach.
“This is it?” she asked.
“Now it’s your show,” he said. “I do whatever you want.” He shifted her in his arms, trying to hold her higher, away from the alarming erection his dick was working on.
She pointed with her beer. “Let’s go visit Barry.” Barry was sitting on the edge of the pool, still eating a chicken sandwich, somehow. Miles waded over to him and held Auburn along the edge of the pool.
“Hey, Bare,” Auburn said. “How’s that sammy?”
“Good.”
“You want a beer?”
“Got one,” Barry said.
“One of those is mine,” Miles said.
“You said it was my show. I might give your beer away.”
“Got one,” Barry said again.
“Barry’s eating and doesn’t want to talk to me.” She reached out and ran the mouth of her bottle down Barry’s bare arm. He flinched away and stopped chewing. This was last July’s sex and August’s drama, Miles was sure. He took a step away from the edge and spun Auburn away from Barry, trying to catch his eye and apologize, but Barry wouldn’t look at him.
“Here,” Auburn said. “A toast.” She held up both beers and clinked them together. She drank from hers and lifted the other to Miles’s mouth and tipped it back. He drank but she didn’t take it away and his throat burned and his eyes watered. He glanced at Auburn and her neck was almost still, her bottle just pouring down her throat. Miles couldn’t do that. He had to swallow each big mouthful. He crossed his eyes to try to see how much he had left. His arms ached, too, all of a sudden, even though he did this all day, five days a week. He tried to cram his tongue in the mouth of the bottle but beer just boiled over his lips and down his cheek and he coughed and beer sprayed into the air.
“Hey,” Boggs called from the patio. “Don’t dump beer in the pool. Fucking, Auburn.”
“Sorry, B. The carrier can’t chug. How should I know?”
“Sorry,” Miles coughed.
“I want to put these down,” Auburn said, dangling the bottles in front of his face.
Miles turned them around and headed to the embankment, ready to get out and go to his room.
“No,” she said. “Just there, on the edge.”
“Auburn,” someone called from the fire.
“I said I was sorry,” she called back. “Are you okay, Miles?”
“I’m fine,” he said. His eyes were still watering but he faced the group and added, “Just a routine hazing injury.”
Auburn set down the bottles. “Now over to the far corner.”
“It’s over my head.”
“Doesn’t that happen? Is the whole quarry four feet now?”
“Just about.”
“Some quarry. Can you not swim holding me?”
“You’re a real ballbreaker, huh?” he said.
She smiled at him and said, “You’ve got strong arms,” as if they were exchanging compliments.
He waded out into the pool, the flicker of the fire lengthening and then shattering against the ripples he made. Before both their heads went under, he frog-kicked to stay afloat. Auburn basically floated but he kept his arms around her and pushed her to the far side of the pool by the fence.
It was dark. The group tightened around the fire and a few figures stood and went inside. Auburn hooked one arm on the edge of the pool and Miles grabbed on, too, trying not to breathe too heavily.
“So,” he said. “What kind of stuff do you paint?”
“Let go of my legs,” she said.
He did and her legs dropped down below the surface and then she wrapped them around his waist. He tried to sink lower, to get his hard on away from her, deeper, but she locked her ankles behind his thighs and pressed them together. He put his other hand on the edge of the pool and his chest pressed against the wet fabric of her bathing suit and, through that, her breasts. His dick was so hard now it had a pulse, a very noticeable pulse. He wouldn’t be able to get out of the pool for an hour. He was embarrassed, but she wasn’t. She kissed him. He felt her tongue, even the slick underside. She tasted different than the taste that was in his mouth all day, and she was a degree warmer. Her hands were on his back, one running down, grabbing, not frantically, but urgently, under his trunks, his ass. He couldn’t let go of the edge of the pool or they would drop under, so he tried to feel her up with his chest, rubbing and pushing against her top for a moment before he realized that made his shoulders hunch in a stupid looking way. But her eyes were closed and she arched her back, squeezed her thighs, and pushed against him from top to bottom.
Auburn rolled against him and again and again. Miles felt himself losing control, about to come, with his shorts still on, in the pool. He forced his mind to wander. He thought about his other apartment. He thought about when he would go to collect firewood tomorrow. He thought about Auburn’s lips, which were on his ear. Then she froze and her breath snapped in. Her exhale caught in her throat and her ankles jerked tight against Miles and her fingernails slid up to his shoulders. She came, or Miles thought she came, or she wanted Miles to think she came, any of which was enough to finish him. He came so suddenly it was like she opened a bottle of champagne.
They kissed for minutes, losing track of time, kissing, smashing against each other, and then every now and again pressing harder, trying to pass right through the other’s bathing suit.
Finally Auburn turned and folded her arms on the concrete ground. Miles stayed behind her for a moment, a hand on either side, feeling her back and ass against him, then he pulled himself next to her and crossed his arms on the patio. Their backs to the fire, she kissed his elbow and their feet bounced against each other underwater.
“You’re pretty good at your job,” she said.
“You’re a much better kisser than most of the old men,” he said. When she didn’t laugh or even smile he said, “Kidding,” but she didn’t respond to that either.
Miles thought about Greer who always turned off the lights and still covered his eyes when she came. Technically, they were taking a break and Miles could rub against Auburn all he wanted, but Greer would be upset if she knew. She assumed letting him work here for the summer, agreeing to see other people if they wanted, she assumed that was the line she had to let out to reel him back in.
Auburn let go of the wall, kicked off, and swam back to the fire. Miles listened to the group tease her as she splashed up the embankment.
Miles floated on his back, staying in the dark side of the pool, looking up at the sky, thinking what he would say when he walked out of the pool to his own teasing. He settled on repeating, “Just a routine hazing injury.”
It rained the next day, which meant a slow shift at the park, but did not keep anyone inside after work. They dragged the grill under the concrete overhang and added to the smoke and grease that clung to the underside. When Miles stepped onto the patio, Auburn was talking with a guy named Walt who Miles didn’t think lived in the apartment, but often crashed on a couch.
Miles joined Eunice at the grill as she turned the kebabs.
“Nice kebabs,” he said. “You look dry.”
“It’s raining. I called in sick.”
“Playing hooky.”
“It’s raining. Did you do anything today?”
“Just sat around waiting for old men who never came.”
“I read three articles and organized my notes.”
“Apologies, Dr. Eunice.”
“Not for another two years, probably.”
A piece of onion slipped off a kebab and Eunice picked it up with her tongs and offered it to Miles.
“What’s your dissertation about?” he asked, taking the onion.
“Little boys who get themselves in trouble fucking around with girls they live with.”
“Okay.”
“Okay. I don’t know why I give this speech, because no one listens to me. I don’t even listen to me. But we will all hate each other enough at the end of the summer without sleeping together.”
“Okay,” Miles said, opening a beer. “You can be my chaperone tonight.”
The rain was cool and the grill burned warm. Logan and then a few others joined Miles and Eunice. They talked about work, which is what they talked about most of the time. Miles decided to keep himself buzzed all night so his stomach would unclench and he could stop watching Auburn. He opened another beer.
She saw him, he was certain, from the corner of her eye, just before she laughed and put her hand on Walt’s arm. It was a relief to know she was trying, that she wasn’t as impulsive as she wanted to seem.
Miles drank and ate and swam in the rain and cadged a cigarette from someone. Eunice sent him to bed with two ibuprofen and a glass of water. He pulled off his wet trunks and hung them on his doorknob. He turned off the light but it was nauseating to close his eyes so Miles lay on his back and stared at his skylight. He felt Auburn through her bathing suit, wet and warm, and heard her panting and then that sharp inhale.
He woke up a few minutes later. Somewhere in the apartment someone laughed. He had to pee, six beers that all wanted out. He rolled over to find underwear in the little pile of laundry next to his bed. In the dark, he grabbed at what he thought was boxers, but came up with a gray tee shirt. He stood and hopped from foot to foot, pawing again for underwear. He bent to look at a candidate and it was the same gray tee shirt. He covered his dick with one hand and flipped the entire laundry pile with the other. There were at least pants in there somewhere. Finally, he felt underwear and pulled it to the surface. As he stood to put it on, he realized it was the same gray tee shirt.
“What? Fuck you.” He threw the tee shirt across the room, yanked the top sheet off his bed, wrapped it around his waist like a towel, and slipped out into the storage room.
It had been a week but the apartment still unfolded like a maze. He had two routes down. Front door, living room, living room, kitchen, pool. And pool, kitchen, living room, usually empty bedroom, storage room, his room. When he deviated from those paths, he got lost. A bathroom opened off the kitchen, but there were people laughing and getting high in the kitchen and he wanted to go to the other bathroom, the big one with only two doors to close instead of three. Two rooms after the storage room he’d already come off course and found himself in a bedroom with a snoring man. Miles tiptoed past the bed, toward the next door and slammed into a bureau, knocking it against the wall. Something fell onto the floor and Miles heard change spilling. Running out, he banged into the doorjamb.
When he found the bathroom he left the light off and peed sitting down, trying to think of a way back that went around the bedroom he just ambushed. He didn’t flush. He wrapped his sheet back around his waist and went out the door he had not come in. It was another bedroom; he could sense somebody as soon as he stuck his face inside. He was about to slip back out when she said his name.
“Yeah?” he said. “Sorry. I’m lost.”
“Come in.”
He did and then shut the bathroom door behind him.
“You pee in the dark?” she asked. He could just make her out. She had a big mattress, sitting right on the floor. Her back had been to him, but she twisted around to face him.
“Trying to conserve my night vision for the trip back. I get lost.”
“Will you pass me that glass of water on the bureau.”
Miles squinted through the room. He found the glass and also made out an easel in the corner. “What kind of stuff do you paint?” He asked as he passed her the water.
“If the trip back seems like too much, you can bunk down here.” Which was half an invitation but twice as much as Miles needed.
Did he benefit this much just because he was new? Miles had gone through countless rituals and dances just to get a date with Greer. There’d been a similar gauntlet to get to his high school girlfriend and the one other girl he’d slept with at college had required three introductions, a coffee, two movies, a lunch, and, finally, a very drunken house party. Auburn, as haughty as she was, was the hottest girl at the water park. One of. And even drunk, lost, and in the dark Miles found his way to her bed.
On top of him, her hair, always dry because of her bright, old lady swimming cap, made a tent around his face.
“This is nice to wake up to,” she said, and they kissed. She had a not-terribly-soft lifeguard body. Her tee shirt, downy and thin with age, rolled and bunched under Miles’s hands and her skin was warm but still popped with gooseflesh in places. They gave up kissing, cheeks against each other, breathing heavily. He tried to scoop a handful of her ass like sand from the bottom of a lake and then grazed his hand around, over the soft fuzz of her belly. As his fingers slid down her stomach and brushed into coarser hair, she sat up. Without her on top of him, the air felt cool.
“I—hmm...” She found his hands and held them still. “I sort of... well, it’s stupid to have rules, but I don’t want to be sleeping with two guys at the same time. I just... I just don’t.”
“Okay,” Miles said, and as soon as he did, he got the other half. “You’re with somebody.”
“This wave pool guy. It should have ended a while ago. It’s left over from last summer. I saw him a few times this year. I just. Until it’s sorted out with him....”
“Okay. Uh. That’s... okay.”
“Just sex. I still think we should get each other off.”
“Great.”
“Sorry.”
“No. Don’t be. I’m not. I wasn’t.... I’m not in any kind of hurry, here.”
“I didn’t expect, obviously, for us to have this—like this.”
“Right. No sex. You’re with some guy. Got it.”
“Well, I’m not with—”
“Okay.” He pulled his hands free and gathered her back down to him.
The guy from the wave pool was named Heff, which was short for something, but Miles chose not to remember what. Auburn never brought him to the apartment but, somehow, she didn’t break it off with him, either. At first, Miles just wanted to grab and taste every part of her and they found increasingly creative ways to come together. Sex seemed beside the point and for most of June Miles told himself and Logan, who asked, quite obviously, on behalf of the entire apartment, that Heff kept Miles as free as Auburn. Miles’s success with Auburn had been so immediate and unsought, why would he want to limit himself? Maybe here, at the water park, this summer, he had something working for him he didn’t have anywhere else.
But his nights did not end in a string of new apartments. They ended in Auburn’s room. Even when Auburn was out (fucking Heff? Really?) Miles went to sleep alone, in case she woke him up when she came home, which she did a few times.
“I work in the one section of the park with exclusively guy co-workers,” he told Eunice when she asked after his sexual freedom. She rolled her eyes. The apartment was the park employees’ social hub and on some nights a dozen single women relaxed in and around the pool. Rose and Barry and Walt and Nick and Boggs all made new friends. Eunice even worked for Miles, introducing him to women, keeping conversations going, telling flattering stories about Miles. In late June he kissed someone named Ellen but when she suggested they go inside, he said he didn’t live there, which she knew was irrelevant and a lie.
And sex was not beside the point. Miles and Auburn pawed and pressed and pushed and rolled and rocked and fought their way, inch by inch, toward sex, held back only by the number two, the number Auburn was sure would turn her into something, some woman, she did not want to be.
“You got to get rid of this guy,” Miles finally said. He was holding himself above Auburn. They were both naked.
“I know.”
“Or just. Couldn’t we just say that starting tonight you’re not sleeping with him. Keep dating him. I don’t want to make some ultimatum. But switch me into the sex role. Starting right now.”
“I know,” she said again, but she didn’t.
In early July, with most of the apartment still recovering from Independence Day, they had a relatively quiet night around the pool. Auburn was home, but she and Miles still didn’t talk much in public. Miles ate and drank with Logan and Eunice and Tyreke, the third of the park’s black employees to come courting Eunice.
“I don’t let it flatter me,” she said when Tyreke went into the pool. “They want to date a black woman—which is what it is—and there are three of us in the whole town. And I’m about six years older than Holly and Stacey. That’s not flattering. It’s a deserted island mentality.”
“I like Tyreke,” Miles said. “I liked Gary.”
“His name was Greg. I like them fine. But don’t limit the ass you can get and then expect me to bail you out with a courtesy hand job. Whatever happened to black boys chasing white girls? Isn’t that why a brother comes to work here?”
Miles shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”
“No, honey.” She patted him on the cheek. “You’re crispy-cracker white.”
“You’re the one in grad school.”
“What’s that? An education is a white thing? Makes me less black?”
“Whoa,” Logan picked up his plate and his beer and walked away.
“Shit,” Miles said. “No. I didn’t mean that.”
“Didn’t mean what?” Tyreke asked, toweling off as he came back to the table.
“Miles just said graduate school is no place for a black woman,” Eunice said.
“Said what?”
“That’s not true,” Miles said, scoffing at Eunice.
“You think this is funny?” Tyreke asked.
Eunice was laughing silently, covering her mouth with one hand and pointing at Miles’s shocked face with the other. She put a hand on Tyreke’s arm and tried to speak but couldn’t.
“She’s teasing me,” Miles said.
“Hey, Red,” Eunice managed. “Better come get your boy before he gets in trouble.”
Tyreke saw Eunice laughing, smiled himself, and pointed at Miles, too. Miles shook his head and turned to look at Auburn. She was on the other side of the pool at the fence, alone, looking over the field.
“Hey, Red,” Eunice called again.
Auburn turned and walked around the pool. She glanced at Miles and Eunice and Tyreke as she passed their table.
“He’s not my boy,” she said and stepped through the sliding door into the kitchen.
Miles studied the mouth of his beer bottle. Everyone around the pool went quiet.
Tyreke finally said, “She must not be into racists.”
Miles laughed and finished his beer. “I knew I was doing something wrong. The racism. Damn. Should have known.”
“You going after her?” Boggs asked from the grill.
“Why?” Rose said. “You don’t think that was humiliating enough?”
“Thanks, everyone. You can go back about your business now. Just, someone get me another beer.”
Miles got a little drunk and a little annoyed before he went inside. He hung around the kitchen, nosing through the fridge, and then navigated his way to the bathroom off Auburn’s room. He entertained some odd fantasy that she would recognize the sound of his pee and call him into her room. When she didn’t, he snuck from the bathroom to the front porch and peered down into the parking lot. Auburn’s orange Oldsmobile was gone.
He woke up when she climbed into his bed. Miles propped himself up on one elbow. Her back was to him, her knees tucked against her chest. For a moment, he didn’t recognize her because she was fully dressed. No thin tee shirt. No underwear with only an elastic band running around her hips. She was wearing overalls and a torn man’s shirt.
“Hey,” he said, still asleep and confused. He put a hand on her shoulder and understood at least part of it. These were her painting clothes. “You paint? How’d it go?”
“Victor was there.” She was crying? He’d never heard her cry, but that’s what it sounded like.
“Are you okay?”
“I was so drunk.” Was that an answer? She didn’t say anything else and, for a minute, Miles held himself up in the dark. He dropped back onto the bed and spooned against her back. He tried to put his arm over her but just got a lot of denim and crusted paint.
Finally, to ask something, he asked, “Did he not like your work?”
That made her cry, shudder a few times, silent sobs, but he still couldn’t see her face. He rubbed her back.
“He said he’d help me get a show in town,” she said. “He just kept pouring wine. I had to lie down. Then he was on top of me. We were kissing.”
Miles opened his mouth a few times in the dark but didn’t manage to say anything.
Auburn went on. “And then my pants were off. Drunk. I had—I had—”
“It’s alright,” he said, although that seemed impossible. “It’s alright.” He rubbed her back.
“I had to bite his tongue to get him off. He apologized. And apologized but he must have—”
“It’s alright.” He kept rubbing her back. “Do you want to get out of those overalls? Get some sleep? Are you hungry?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you want to call the police?”
“No. Don’t.”
“What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know.”
He touched her hair and it was damp, clumped to her face. He pulled it back and kissed her cheek.
“I’m sorry,” he said, trying anything. But it was all over. She bit Victor the artist’s tongue. Miles couldn’t do anything now, but he scanned for options, trying to think of something. Get Boggs and go beat up Victor? Make Auburn some dinner? Coffee? Help her to the shower?
“The pool?” he asked. “Do you want to go for a swim?”
She sniffed and coughed and then said okay. They got out of bed and followed the path to the kitchen where he got them each a glass of water.
On the patio he asked, “Should I get in?” and then he remembered an obvious one. “A doctor? Should we go to the doctor? We need to go to the doctor. Do you need a doctor?”
She shook her head.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“You’re drunk.”
“Not anymore. It’s fine. I want to be here. I’m glad to be back. You get in.”
Miles was wearing only a pair of boxers and he waded into the pool and then rolled onto his back and floated. He watched her for a moment and then realized he was watching her and turned away. He listened to her overalls hit the patio and then there was a pause while, he assumed, she took off her shirt. Then he heard her wade in.
He let his feet sink and turned to her. She still wore the shirt and it puffed around her. She had paused to tie her hair into a pile on top of her head.
“I like your hair up,” he said.
She sniffed and smiled. “Thanks. I thought you liked it down.”
“That’s different. I like your hair.”
“Okay,” she said.
They treaded water for a few minutes. Twice Miles had to count to ten to stop from asking if she was alright.
Finally, she said, “I’m going to go to bed. I just want to go to bed. The swim was a good idea. Thanks.”
“Auburn,” he said as she swam to the embankment and stood up. “If you think of anything... anything you want to do... just tell me. You know? I don’t know. But if you tell me.”
“The swim was a good idea,” she said again, and then walked out of the pool. The shirt clung to her. Miles watched her go, looking for places where the shirt was translucent against her skin, studying the way her ass worked under that wet blue fabric. That’s what he thought about while she got out of the pool and went inside. He felt bad about that.
She brought him a cup of coffee in the morning.
She keeps waking me up confused, he thought, as she sat on the edge of the bed. The warm mug and the smell helped and he pulled himself up against the wall. She was already wearing her park swimsuit and shorts.
“You were sweet last night. Thanks.”
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. I don’t want to see, fucking... Victor again but....”
Miles nodded. “I’m glad you came to tell me.”
“I’ve got to get going. You’re probably going to be late, too.”
“Late shift today.”
“Oh.” She laughed. “Sorry I woke you up.”
“That’s alright.”
That afternoon Miles stood in the quarry, holding a man, one of the ones who really wanted to learn to swim, repeating over and over again, “Paddle. Don’t panic. Kick under the water. Paddle. Don’t panic.” He thought about Auburn, her hair, crying in his bed, her twin gumdrop ass under that wet shirt, her blank expression when she drank her coffee, her laugh when she insulted someone right between the eyes and got a rise out of them.
“Fine,” the wrinkly bag said, twisting in Miles’s arms. “Time for a break. Carry me over to the bar.”
Auburn slept in his room that night and the next and the next. She wore pajama pants and a long-sleeved shirt and woke up sweating, her hair stuck against her face the same way it had been when she cried. But she laughed and drank and manned the grill and swam and, even with their roommates around, called Miles into the pool where she splashed and kissed and tried to pants him.
And on the fourth night, when they were the last two to come in from the patio she slipped away to her room and came back in the old thin clothes that now turned him on just to touch. He could blow out a candle through her tee shirt and her underwear was nearly as thin. Even in the dark, he could see the marks of her nipples and her pubic hair when she stopped in his doorway and finished smoking a cigarette.
“Boggs better not find you smoking inside,” Miles said.
“He better not catch you.”
“Me?”
She scampered across the room, jumping into his lap and popping the cigarette between his lips.
“It’s a frame up!” he said, the cigarette flapping. He shrugged and took a drag, running his hands over her stomach and around to her waist.
“Hi.” She took the cigarette out and kissed him. A few seconds later the cigarette was ground out against the wall. Miles asked her to keep the tee shirt on but they agreed her underwear should come off. He was already naked.
“I called Heff yesterday,” she said, which was good enough for Miles. He had never asked for a lot of fancy explanation.
They had sex twice, talking in between for only a few minutes about what might be in the kitchen to eat, but they never got food and fell asleep with Miles still in Auburn. She lay on top of him, her knees bent beside his hips, both of them snoring, her drool pooling on his chest.
Auburn and Miles startled each other awake. They suddenly inhaled and then, just as suddenly, their breath held. They stared at each other, their eyes as snapped open as their lungs. She still lay on top of him, close enough to see not just the color of her eyes but the texture.
Another moment. And then they both started breathing again.
“What?” she said.
“I don’t....”
“Jesus, what, did something fall?” She extended her arms and held herself above Miles. He’d slipped out of her in the night. She reached up to bat her hair off her cheek and her fingers were dark and wet. Miles suddenly felt their hips, his legs, the bed, all wet and slick.
“What?” He came up on his elbows and looked at the sheet laying over them. From their knees to their navels it was drenched—wrinkles sculpted sharp with moisture—and black, like a horse head of ink had been dumped in with them while they slept.
“What is it?” she asked, rolling off him and sitting up. “What the fuck?” She snapped back the sheet. They were both still there, four knees, four feet, twenty toes wriggling, but their legs and crotches and hips shone black with the ink, which pooled in the middle of the bed.
Shaking her head she reached between her legs. “I don’t even know.... It’s not me,” she said. “Are you okay?”
He lifted his shoulders. “Uh...” He patted his thighs, up to his waist, he checked his dick and then reached around to his ass. He was fine and said so.
Neither of them got out of the bed. They looked at each other, at their legs, shook their heads, looked again. Auburn leaned forward and touched a finger to the quarter-inch of black liquid that pooled under them.
“It’s warm,” she said. “A little sticky.”
But Miles was looking to the foot of the bed.
“Aub,” he said. “Aub.” He reached for her, getting ink on her shirt and her shoulder. “Lookit.”
It was about the size of a squirrel and it held itself up, clinging to the end of the mattress, with two hooked paws. Each paw split into three onyx knuckles, curved like talons. In between the paws, on a head like a scoop of jet black ice cream, two hemispheric eyes, just as black, but moist, stared at Auburn and Miles. One eye blinked, a quick dry shudder, then the other.
For a few seconds, three or four, Miles and Auburn watched and it watched back.
Then, without saying anything, Auburn opened her mouth. It, the animal, the ice cream head, the two paws, six talons, the two eyes, snapped around, dropped from the bed, and leapt for the cracked-open door to the storage room. The back of its body tapered to a long whip of tail that followed the same curving path as the animal, like a point-thin shadow, the hurried underline the thing left in ink.
Auburn was out of the bed before the animal made it out of the room. She jumped after it and Miles followed. They opened the storage room door in time to see the tail snap through the next doorway. The sun was still low and the apartment still asleep. None of them made much noise as they danced through the carpeted rooms. The thing with the tail could cover most of one room in a hop, and it stayed ahead, offering only glimpses. They stumbled into the bathroom and looked through the door to Auburn’s bedroom but did not see the tail, or anything. It was gone.
They heard a ripple of water and then a scratch, a nail, one of those claws on porcelain. Miles, with Auburn just behind him, stepped to the toilet, looked in, and watched the whip tail disappear down the drain. They stood on either side of the toilet, naked except for Auburn’s tee shirt, watching the water ripple to a calm. A scratch and a clang carried up from the water, and then, a moment later, another clang from the wall.
Auburn broke from the toilet, left Miles still staring, and shut the two doors to the bathroom.
“Come here. Come.” She took Miles by the elbow and led him to the bathtub, a big clawfoot with no curtain and the showerhead hanging on a slinky hose. Miles stepped over the side and crouched down. Auburn knelt in the other end and turned on the water.
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