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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

~ Ian ~
I'm driven by a simple enough philosophy.
All I want is to see everyone reach their full potential and succeed.
So when I meet a stunning young woman with incredible talent, well…
How can I refuse?
But helping Courtney isn’t going to be easy. 
Good thing I’m not doing this alone. 

~ Courtney ~
All my life, I only ever wanted to take the stage and sing.
When I started working at this bar, I thought I was going to make it.
But it was a trap. Bad men. Bad deals. Bad contracts. 

And then Ian appears out of nowhere.
Could he really be the one I’ve been waiting for? 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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~ Ian ~

I love moments like this, where every girl in my home is seized by an urgent need to go places and do things. Most people would see chaos in my eight housemates racing along corridors and padding up and down stairs in various states of readiness, but I adore the vibrancy and vitality of their excitement. It reminds me that I'm not alone and never will be.

I sit at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and watch it all unfold around me. Gina breezes through wearing a dress I haven't seen before, a deep green wrap that suits her beautifully. She stops in the kitchen doorway and turns once.

"Well?" she asks.

"Gorgeous," I tell her. "Truly."

"You always say that."

I smile. "I always mean it."

She laughs and disappears back upstairs. Two minutes later, Teri appears in the same doorway.

"You look great," I say, before she can speak.

"I wasn't going to ask about that." She leans against the door frame with her arms crossed. "I was going to ask why we can't just eat here."

"Because Lorna wants to go out."

"Lorna always wants to go out."

"And she's usually right," I say. "Come on. It'll be fun."

Teri gives me a look. "You don't even know where we're going yet."

"Do you?"

"The Russet, apparently."

"Have you been?"

"No."

"Then how do you know it won't be fun?"

She opens her mouth, closes it, and goes back upstairs. I smile into my coffee.

Aubry arrives last, which isn’t a surprise. She comes through the front door with her camera bag over one shoulder and a bottle of wine under her arm, which she sets on the counter.

"Are we going out or not?" she asks.

"We're going."

"Good." She looks around the kitchen. "Where's Jamie?"

"Still upstairs."

"Of course she is." Aubry pulls out a stool and sits. "What's this place we're going to?"

"The Russet," Lorna calls from the hallway.

Aubry raises an eyebrow at me. "Have you been?"

"First time."

"Me too." She glances at the wine bottle. "Should I leave this here or bring it?"

"Leave it. We'll open it when we get back."

"You’re optimistic," she says, which is more or less what Teri said, though the tone is completely different.

We take two cars because nine people in the minivan is a bit too cozy. Lorna and Rene lead the way through the front door of The Russet as if they've been coming here for years. The bar is busy without being loud, warm without being close, and has clearly been exactly what it is for a long time without anyone feeling the need to change it. There is a corner stage at the far end, small and slightly raised, with a microphone stand, a monitor, and a guitar leaning against the wall.

We push two tables together near the middle of the room. I end up between Val and Harper. The girls debate what they're drinking, and I look toward the bar.

The bartender is tall, with blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail and dark eyes that move across the room in a quick, professional sweep. She pours a drink without looking at the glass and is already listening to the next customer before the first one has picked up their order.

Lorna is at the bar before the rest of us have settled. I watch her lean across the counter and say something. The bartender laughs and points at her. Lorna points back. They have clearly met before.

"That's Courtney," Lorna says when she comes back with the first round and begins distributing drinks down the length of the table. "She went to high school with my cousin. We've run into each other a few times."

"She looks like she owns the place," Rene says.

"She practically does," Lorna says. "She just doesn't get paid like it."

"What does that mean?" Harper asks.

Lorna shrugs. "Ask her yourself sometime." She sets a glass in front of me. "She knows about you, by the way."

"Knows what about me?"

But Lorna has already moved to the other end of the table and is deep in conversation with Gina, leaving me hanging.

The evening finds its pace once we finish our burgers, the only food on the menu. Rene holds court at one end of the table with a story about a book dealer in Chicago who has everyone leaning in. Jamie and Aubry are arguing about something at the other end, but for the most part, everyone seems content to drink and enjoy each other’s company in a setting other than our own home.

I make a couple of trips to the bar over the course of the evening. Both times, the younger man at the far end gets to me first. The third time, I wait.

Courtney comes to the end of the counter and looks at me squarely.

"Ian Chandler," she says.

"That's right," I admit. "You have the advantage over me."

"Courtney Price." She picks up a cloth and wipes the counter between us, her eyes staying on my face. "Lorna talks about you. Her cousin does too."

"What do they say?"

"Good things, mostly."

"Mostly?"

"Well." She drops the cloth. "I don't take anybody's word for anything if I can help it."

"That seems wise."

"It's kept me out of trouble," she says, and moves away to a raised hand further down the bar. I carry the drinks back to the table.

"How'd that go?" Val asks, quietly enough that only I can hear.

"Fine," I say. "She's very direct."

"I noticed." Val picks up her drink. "She's been watching the table all evening."

"Watching the table or watching you?" Rene says from across Val, because Rene hears everything.

"The table," I say.

"Mmm." Rene takes a sip. "If you say so."

Around ten, the man who has been playing guitar on the corner stage finishes and steps off. The microphone stands empty. I notice the room shift in a way that is hard to define. People who were deep in conversation glance toward the stage. A few faces turn toward the bar. Harper notices too.

"Is someone else playing?" she asks.

"I don't know," I say.

Then Courtney comes out from behind the bar.

She walks to the stage without looking at the room, grabs the guitar and adjusts the microphone, then she just stands there for a moment. Nobody introduces her. Nobody needs to. The room goes quiet on its own.

She sings.

I won’t try to put adequate words to it; I'll just say only that the room gets very still and stays that way. Our table goes completely silent. Rene stops talking mid-sentence. Jamie closes her notebook. Harper rests her chin on her hand and does not budge for the duration. Teri, who came out tonight under protest, is watching the stage with an expression I’ve never seen on her before.

Courtney sings two songs, both her own as far as I can tell. Then she steps off the stage, goes back behind the bar, and picks up her cloth, and that's that.

The applause goes on for a while.

"Good Lord," Gina says.

"I know, right?" Lorna says.

"Why is she bartending?" Harper asks.

"That," Lorna says, "is an excellent question."

Jamie has her notebook open again. "Has she recorded anything?"

"Not that I know of," Lorna says. "Apparently, she's written a ton of songs. The manager keeps telling her he's working on getting her more stage time, but it never seems to amount to much."

"Who's the manager?" Jamie asks.

"Guy named Doyle. He and the owner go way back. Between them, they basically decide what happens in this place." Lorna's voice carries a note of something that isn't quite irritation but is heading that direction. "Courtney's been here three years, and she's still slinging drinks five nights a week."

"That's a waste," Aubry says, flatly.

"Yeah," Lorna says. "It is."

Aubry catches my eye across the table. She tilts her head slightly toward the bar and raises her eyebrow. I give her the small shrug that means I don't know yet, and she accepts it and goes back to her drink.

We close out the tab a little after eleven. The girls collect their things, and I hang back, finding myself at the bar one more time.

Courtney is running a receipt. She looks up.

"Did y'all have a good night?" she asks.

"Very good," I tell her. "You have a remarkable talent."

She looks at me for a moment. "Thank you," she says, and means it, but there is something sitting underneath the words that I notice and don't remark on. Not tonight.

"Does that happen often?" I ask. "The stage."

"A couple of nights a week," she says. "When they let me."

Those last four words land with a flatness that is different from the rest of the sentence.

"What would you do with more of it?" I ask. "More stage time."

She looks at me steadily. "Everything," she says. Just that one word, but the way she says it answers several questions I haven't asked yet.

"I'll come back," I tell her.

"I'll be here," she says. "I'm always here."

There is something in that last part that is not quite a complaint and not quite a joke, and I carry it with me out through the door.

The girls are on the sidewalk. Harper links her arm through mine as we walk to the cars.

"She was incredible, wasn't she?" Harper says.

"Yes," I tell her. "She was."

"Why hasn't anyone heard of her?"

I shrug. "I don't know."

Harper leans her head briefly against my shoulder, and I look back once at the lit window of The Russet. Through the glass, I can see Courtney behind the bar, cloth in hand, back at work.

I turn back to my girls, and we head into the night.

~ Courtney ~

He was an interesting guy, that Ian. A certain kind of charm in his eyes. I can see what Lorna sees in him, even if he’s not my type. I prefer guys closer to my own age. It’s better when a man can match my energy.

I finish wiping down the bar yet again and turn my attention to the rest of the space. There are a dozen tables needing to be cleaned, chairs waiting to be stacked, floors to be mopped, and fridges to be restocked. It’s only midnight and I still have a full hour of work ahead of me.

The cleanup duties are supposed to be split between everyone who works in the bar. As always, I divide the mental list of tasks with Jose, my younger bartender who looks like he’s only just out of high school but is somehow older than me. He concentrates on restocking while I fly around the room and wipe the tables down.

After a few minutes, Jose heads down to the basement stockroom with a list of liquors to replenish, leaving me all alone in the big, empty space. I do what I always do when I’m left alone. I sing.

My voice fills the room, echoing off the walls and ceiling, the acoustics giving me a wonderful sound in the stillness. As much as I might dislike working at this bar, I sure don’t hate singing here. This place was built way back in the thirties for jazz singers to perform, well before the advent of modern microphones, speaker systems, and multi-direction stage inputs. The architects who designed and built this place were a cut above the rest. While the stage has been placed at one end of the bar - at least, that’s where it is now, under the current management - the incredible thing about this space is that a singer could be positioned literally anywhere and sing without a microphone and their voice could be carried to every corner.

And that’s what I love to do at the end of another long shift. I wipe tables, stack chairs, mop floors, and I sing without fear or shame or embarrassment. I sing whatever comes to mind. Pop classics. My own songs. Even a few campfire choruses from my childhood. It gets me through the tedious task of cleaning the bar. Just as I reach the final part of mopping up, I hear footsteps approaching from behind. I turn, expecting to see Jose with an armful of bottles, but it’s Doyle, the manager. Once again, he’s ducked out of helping us clean, choosing to stay locked in his office.

Doyle gives me a smile that is probably intended to be warm, but always has a slight leer to it. He strides across the freshly-mopped floor - putting shoeprints in my cleaned sections - and throws out his arms nice and wide.

“Another great performance, my little superstar in the making!”

I give a tight-lipped nod in response. Not because I don’t agree with his assessment of my set earlier, but because I’m dreading where he’s about to take the discussion. Doyle has this way of twisting topics to whatever suits him best.

His smile widens, creasing his cheeks, yet the top half of his face remains curiously flat. Sometimes I wonder if Doyle has undergone botox enhancements. He’s pushing forty, but always talks, acts, and dresses like a man twenty years younger. Maybe that’s why he keeps hiring younger talent like Jose; to help him stay on top of current lingo and slang. Tonight, as always, Doyle is wearing his sharpest and most expensive black suit, but the shirt underneath is cheap. He has a watch on his wrist that glints in the light, but if you look close enough, the make is something called Rulox. He carries a wad of cash in a money clip in his jacket pocket, but none of the notes are larger than a dollar bill. The main thing I’ve come to understand about Doyle after working for him for so many years is that he’s all about appearances.

“You know, I’ve been meaning to ask,” Doyle says, winding up to the true topic he wants to discuss. “Those songs’a yours, the ones you play. Could ya maybe play something a little more upbeat?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Upbeat? It’s me and an acoustic guitar. Not exactly a dance classic.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He pats the air as if I’m an unruly dog he’s training to sit. “Ya know what I mean Cor. Something with a little more rhythm, that’s all. Not one’a ya slow numbers.”

“I thought you liked my music.” My belly hardens like steel. My fists grip the handle of the mop and a little voice in the back of my head whispers that it would be so, so easy to swing this at his stupid head.

“Like it?’ He feigns shock. “Cor, babe, I love it. All’a ya songs are bona fide future classics, I keep telling ya. But the problem is, when ya play the songs, people sit down and watch. They stop buying drinks, ya know what I mean? This is a bar, babe. We don’t make money from people sitting and watching the stage. Just something to think about, that’s all.”

He slips a hand in his pocket and turns away, his method of ending the conversation. I know Doyle well enough that I don’t bother trying to get the last word. With a guy like him, it’s not worth the effort of the protracted discussion, heated argument, and bitter upset that will surely be the result.

But then he snaps his fingers and looks at me with a strange grimace. “Oh, by the way - who was that guy?”

“What guy?”

“At the end. After closing. There was a guy who hung back to speak with ya. Who was he?”

I have to rack my brain for a second before it clicks. He’s talking about Ian. A flush of guilty heat washed through my belly in a way that I can’t explain, but I shrug as if it doesn’t matter. “Just a customer. Why?”

“He wasn’t a scout, right? Or an agent?”

“Just a customer.” I’m firmer this time.

“All right.” His smile has a hint of relief in it. “A’course, it’s a-okay if talent scouts are interested in ya, Cor. But don’t forget the rules’a our little contract, yeah? You’re my employee, so it all goes through me.”

That stupid, goddamn contract. I bite the inside of my cheek. At the time, it had made all the sense in the world. I work at the bar, I get to perform on stage. But, oh, what a fool I was to take his word for it. Because now Doyle gets to dictate how often I perform, how long my sets are, and what I can do with my own music. My hands grip the mop so hard they start to ache.

“How do you know someone spoke to me?”

Doyle nods toward a small camera mounted in the ceiling at the far end of the bar, looking down at the cash registers. Of course. While Jose and I were busting our asses serving customers, this jackass was hanging back in the office and watching. No help at all.

I shrug again. “Just a customer.”

“Sure, sure. Probably some old fuck tryin’a get in ya pants, am I right, Cor?” He winks. “Can’t blame him for that. We’ll get you in front of some real scouts soon enough, don’t ya worry about it.”

“You know, Doyle, maybe if you’d let me put some of my songs on Spotify, or maybe even film a set here for YouTube-”

He pats the air again and I get a surge of rage that almost makes my head spin. “Eh, maybe. When you’re ready, we will. I mean, I’m just the manager, doll. Gotta run it past the chief first, you know what I mean?” He steps closer to me, that uncomfortable, leering smile on his lips again. “But if ya wanna catch the eye of an agent, ya gotta wow them a little more, right?”

Before I can react, he flicks the top button of my black bar-appropriate shirt. It pops open, revealing a generous amount of my chest. I throw a hand over the exposed skin. Doyle cackles and retreats in the direction of his office. I run the mop over his trail of shoeprints, then empty the bucket in a sink behind the bar. Jose emerges from the basement with an assortment of bottles. He offers a smile. I don’t have the energy to return it.

“I’m done with my jobs. See you tomorrow.”

“Sure, night, Courtney.”

I grab my bag from the closet that we laughingly call the rec room and clock out. I step into the cold night air and check my watch. It’s one in the morning. I trudge back to my little apartment a few streets away and flop down on my bed. It’s late, I’m tired, but I can’t switch off. I pick up my battered old acoustic guitar and strum the strings.

That, finally, brings a smile to my face. By the time I finish gently playing a song, I’ve already begun to forget about this day, my shift, and even that stranger with the charming eyes named Ian Chandler.
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~ Ian ~

I get home a little after midnight to find the kitchen light still on, which means at least some of the girls are still up, which means the evening is not quite over yet. I take off my jacket as I follow the sound of voices.

All eight of them are at the kitchen table.

This isn’t unusual for a Friday night, but the particular quality of the conversation stops me in the doorway for a moment. Nobody’s laughing. Nobody’s telling a story. They’re all leaning in with the focused attention of people working something out, and the name I catch, just before they notice me, is Courtney.

"Here he is," Harper says, and several heads turn.

"Sit down," Lorna says. "We were just talking about you."

"About me, or about Courtney Price?" I pull out my chair and sit.

"Both," Lorna says.

"More Courtney," Val adds.

I look around the table. Jamie has her notebook open, which tells me this conversation has been going on for a while. Aubry has her phone face-up in front of her. Rene has that expression she wears when she has already formed an opinion and is waiting for everyone else to catch up.

"Alright," I say. "What did I miss?"

"I called my cousin," Lorna says. "I wanted to know more about the situation at that bar."

"And?"

Lorna glances at Jamie, who picks up her notebook. Jamie begins reading her furiously scribbled notes loud. "Courtney's been at The Russet for three years. When she took the job, Doyle offered her a contract that gave her guaranteed stage time in exchange for exclusive employment. She can't work at any other venue, can't post her music online, can't record anything independently, without his sign-off."

"That's an unusual arrangement for a bartender," I offer.

"It's an unusual arrangement for anyone," Jamie says. "I looked up the bar's ownership. A man named Carl Purcell owns it. He and Doyle have been running it together since 2012. Doyle manages the day-to-day, and Purcell handles the money for the most part. From what I can find, they have a pattern of bringing in young talent, promising them exposure, and then keeping them exactly where they are."

"Courtney isn't the first?" I ask.

"There was a guitarist about ten years ago. A singer-songwriter after that. Both of them eventually left town." Jamie puts the notebook down. "Neither of them got anywhere with their music as far as I can tell."

The table is quiet for a long moment.

"How did she end up signing something like that?" Val asks, to nobody in particular.

"She was twenty-three," Lorna says. "She'd just moved here, she needed the work, and someone was offering her a stage. It probably seemed like a good deal at the time."

"It probably seemed like the only deal at the time," Rene says. "Big difference."

I look at Rene. She says it without particular emphasis, the way she states most things that come from direct personal experience, and nobody at the table pushes back.

"What exactly does the contract prevent her from doing?" I ask Jamie.

"Almost everything that would actually help her," Jamie says. "No social media posts of her performances. No independent recordings. No appearances at other venues without written approval from Doyle. And the stage time he promised her is not specified anywhere in the contract. It just says she'll have opportunities to perform at the discretion of management."

"At the discretion of management," I repeat.

"Right. So he can give her two songs on a Tuesday night and call it fulfilled."

"Which is exactly what he does," Lorna says. "My cousin says Doyle's been stringing her along for years. Always telling her he's working on getting her in front of scouts, always finding reasons why this isn't quite the right time."

"Does Courtney know all of this?" Gina asks. "I mean, does she know how bad it is?"

"I think she knows exactly how bad it is," Jamie says. She has not looked up from her notebook. "The question is whether she thinks there's anything to be done about it."

"Is there?" Harper asks.

Everyone looks at me.

"Possibly," I say. "It depends on what the contract actually says. Jamie, can you find out whether she has a copy of it?"

"I can ask Lorna's cousin."

"Do that." I lean back in my chair. "What did she sign? Was it a standard employment contract with additional clauses, or something drawn up specifically?"

"I don't know yet," Jamie says. "I can find out."

"Do that too." I look at Lorna. "What else did your cousin say?"

"That Courtney is the best thing that's happened to that bar in years, and Doyle knows it. He's not going to let her go easily." Lorna pauses. "She also said Courtney doesn't really talk about it. Not directly. She just keeps showing up and doing her job and waiting for something to change."

"That's not a strategy," Rene says. "That's just hope with nothing behind it."

"She doesn't know there's another option," Teri says quietly.

"She might not want one," Jamie says. "She seemed pretty self-contained to me. She's not someone who's going to take well to being rescued."

"Nobody said anything about rescuing anyone," I say.

Jamie looks at me steadily. "You've got that look," she says.

"What look?"

"The one you get." She taps her pen on the notebook. "The rest of us have all seen it."

There is a general murmur of agreement around the table that I choose not to dignify with a direct response.

"What I'm thinking about," I say, "is whether there's a legitimate way to help someone who has been taken advantage of by a bad contract. That's not rescuing anyone. That's just a straightforward problem with a potentially straightforward solution."

"And if she doesn't want your help?" Aubry asks.

"Then she doesn't want it," I say. "That's her right. But at the moment, she doesn't know help is available. Those are two different things."

Jamie considers that for a moment, then goes back to her notebook. Which, from Jamie, is as close to conceding the point as I am likely to get.

"There's something else," Aubry says. She picks up her phone again, scrolls, and turns it toward me. "I found a recording. Somebody filmed her set at The Russet about eight months ago and put it on YouTube before Doyle made them take it down. But it was up long enough to get a few hundred comments."

I take the phone and watch. The recording is shaky, and the sound quality is not great, but it’s good enough. Courtney stands at the microphone with her guitar and sings, and even through a phone speaker in a quiet kitchen at midnight, the room I'm sitting in gets a little bit stiller.

I hand the phone back. I look around the table at eight women all watching me, and I think about what Courtney said at the bar when I asked what she would do with more stage time.

Everything.

"I'm going to go back," I say. "Not as a group this time. Just to talk to her."

"And say what?" Lorna asks.

"I don't know yet," I tell her honestly. "But I'd like to understand the full situation before I say anything at all. If she's been promised things and strung along for three years, the last thing she needs is one more person telling her what's possible without being able to back it up."

"That's sensible," Val says.

"Don't sound so surprised," I tell her.

She smiles. "I'm not surprised. I just like to say it when you're being sensible. For the record."

"Noted." I push my chair back. "It's late. We can talk more tomorrow."

The girls begin to disperse, the conversation breaking into smaller pieces as people head for the stairs. Lorna lingers, refilling her glass at the sink.

"You know, we’re almost out of room here," she says, when the kitchen has mostly emptied.

I give her a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

"Nothing." Lorna leans against the counter. "But if you’re thinking about having her move in with us…."

I pick up my jacket from the back of the chair. "Good night, Lorna."

"Good night, Ian," she says, and she is smiling as I leave the room.

~ Courtney ~

You might think that one of the only good parts about working the night shift at a local bar is getting to sleep in and wake up whenever I want, but you’d be wrong. I am woken, as usual, by the thunderous hooves of the dawn chorus, as I call it. The other tenants in my building work the nine to five and the sound of pounding footsteps inside apartments, along hallways, and down the stairs is impossible to sleep through. Trust me, I’ve tried everything. There are no headphones, white noise machines, or heavy blankets dense enough to block out that racket.

I wake to the dawn chorus but stay in bed a little longer, trying to will myself back to sleep. It doesn’t take. I stare at the ceiling for what feels like the entire morning but in reality only turns out to be twenty minutes. The herd of galloping horses has long since moved on and the building is rendered mostly silent again, save for the usual sounds of the remaining residents waking and going about their lives. The tenant in the apartment above me walks back and forth across the floor seven or eight times, repositions a chair four times, then apparently starts drumming on a table top.

“Fuck, fine, I’m awake, dammit.”

With that grumbling complaint, I haul my tired ass out of bed and into the shower. Warm water courses over me, washing off the stink of last night’s shift at the bar. I linger for a while under the coursing stream, massaging shower gel and various cleansing lotions into my skin, letting my hands drift and explore.

But, of course, before I can lose myself in the moment and start to relax, the hot water begins to peter out. Goddamn typical. How the hell did I end up living in an apartment where hot water is limited? More to the point, how did I end up being the one who wakes up last and loses out on a hot shower every damn morning?

I step out of the shower and wrap a towel around myself. As of this moment, I have nowhere to go and nothing to do until my next shift at the bar this evening, so I should feel free and optimistic, but the thought of stepping foot into that dive yet again makes my stomach clench. Every time I punch in, I’m reminded about how stupid I was to get sucked in. Every time I pour a drink, it’s a bitter admission of the fact that I’m never going to rise higher than a barmaid in a crappy joint that’s several years past its prime. Every time I step down off the stage, I’m aware that I was only allowed to get up there because some asshole is yanking me by the chain.

But what am I supposed to do about it? I don’t have the money to fight this stupid employment contract - assuming it’s even a legal fucking document in the first place - and even if I did somehow manage to slip out of that bind, there are no-compete clauses and blocks on me even looking at a microphone stand for the next decade. None of which was made clear to me when I signed on that dotted line all those years ago. How had Doyle explained it? Just ya standard legal mumbo-jumbo, something like that.

I glance at my reflection and do a double-take. It seems that I forgot to take off my mascara last night and the woman looking back at me is some kind of ghost. Dark eyes, matted hair, sour face. I laugh and sit down with my guitar in the corner. Nothing else to do for a while, so I might as well play a few numbers.

Music has been the bedrock of my life for… well, for the entire thing. Ever since I was old enough to sit with my dad on his couch and listen to his old vinyl records, I’ve loved the way music has this power to whisk you away to another time, another place, another body. It’s a magical, transformative experience. The way a song rises, falls, breaks, peaks, and crescendos is an emotional thing, combined with the flow of the instruments and the picture being painted by the lyrics, it can be utterly majestic when done right. A good song is like a good book, a good movie, a good memory. You treasure the relationship with the music for the rest of your life.

And I treasure the memory of my dad and his battered old box of vinyl records. They’re the last thing I still have from him. He and my mom split years and years ago and mom took me to live with her folks, miles away. I always hoped we’d meet again someday, but, alas, some drunk asshole on the highway swiped my dad’s car in the middle of night and there would be no joyful reunion in this life. Now the only thing I have of him is that old box of records - but no way to play them - and this worn, weathered, but ever faithful acoustic guitar. It was the last birthday present he bought for me before the divorce. I still remember how huge it felt in my tiny hands and how silly it seemed in my lap. But my dad, he just smiled and said, Don’t worry, Courtney. You’ll grow into it. For all his faults, he knew how to inspire me more than anyone else in my life.

I just hope I haven’t disappointed him by getting stuck in this mess.

My fingers find the strings and I begin to play. Softly at first. Low and quiet. Just warming up, going through the basic chords and letting my joints get good and loose. I guess the one benefit of being home during the day is that there’s nobody home to complain about me playing my music as much as I want.

Once I’ve started to find my groove, I open my beat-up old notebook and turn to a fresh page. Every song idea I’ve ever had is contained in this tome, and several others just like it, and I feel the urge to create. I look into my makeup mirror and see the dark-eyed, pale-faced woman looking back. She looks haunted. She looks defeated. She looks trapped.

I strum. I play. I write. The words don’t match the chords, not at first, they never match at first, but slowly the melody starts to come together. Bit by bit, I write ideas, cross out lines, change words, craft the tune, and suddenly I have something that sounds like a real song.

Black-eyed woman…

Trapped beyond the veil…

Lifeless and broken…

Can you hear her wail…

My fingers stop. What was it Doyle had said last night, that rat bastard? Play something more upbeat? I flex my hand and squeeze the air. That son of a bitch. Like it’s easy creating something as emotional and powerful as a piece of music. I’d love to be able to write uplifting, pacy music, but I can only create what’s in my heart. Apparently the music in my heart is all songs about women in terrible situations. Like this black-eyed woman, I’m trapped beyond a veil. Trapped and I can’t get out.

Sometimes I wish I had never accepted the job at the bar. It had seemed way too good to be true, but I was too desperate to listen to the voice urging me to walk away. I needed a job, I needed the money, and Doyle and Carl had given me their smarmy smiles and told me about all the great opportunities I’d have to play my music - so long as I was on shift that night, of course. They forgot to tell me that I’d only play two songs at a time. They forgot to mention that I would only get to play when it was time for my break. They forgot to inform me that all my goddamned music was technically their property now as my manager and agent respectively.

“Fuck!”

I slap a hand at the notebook and knock it to the floor. How the fuck could I be so stupid? I write the songs, I pour my heart and soul into them, yet somehow, some-goddamn-how, I don’t even get to call myself the creator.

With that, I start playing the song again. Faster. Harder. The black-eyed woman starts to pulse in my fingers. Real anger strums the strings. My fingers glide along the fret with purpose. You want it faster, do you Doyle? I’ll give it to you faster, you mother-

Black! Eyed! Woman!

Trapped, trapped, trapped. She’s trapped beyond the veil. I’m trapped behind a contract. She can’t be rescued because she’s damned for all time. I can’t be rescued because I’m a fucking idiot and I signed my rights away just to stand under a spotlight once or twice a week for twenty minutes.

It’s funny, I have maybe half a dozen notebooks filled with songs. Some are full, complete works - lyrics, chords, the works. Others are closer to journal entries or beat poems. But they all have one thing in common: my aching emptiness. There’s one type of song I’ve never been able to write, no matter how hard I try. I have never been able to write a real, genuine, from-the-heart love song. Maybe I’ve never been in love. I’ve been in lust, sure. I’ve been in awe. I’ve been swept up by emotion. But I’ve never felt the things described in all those songs.

If something doesn’t change for me, I probably never will. I can’t see a way out of this maze. I am the black-eyed woman, trapped beyond the veil.
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~ Ian ~

I’m in my study when Val appears in the doorway, still in the loose shirt and trousers she wears around the house in the evenings, with a mug of something in each hand. She sets one on the corner of my desk without asking and sits in the armchair across from me, the one she’s claimed as her own since she first started spending time in this room.

"I've been thinking," she says.

"That's never a bad thing," I tell her, before asking, “About what?”

"My house." She wraps both hands around her mug. "I've had an offer on it."

I close the book I was reading and give her my full attention. "What kind of offer?"

"A good one. Cash buyer, no chain, quick close." She looks at me steadily. "I wasn't going to mention it, but then I thought I should mention it, so here I am, mentioning it."

"I'm glad you did." I lean back in my chair. "What are you thinking?"

"I'm thinking I should probably sell." She pauses. "But I wanted to talk to you first."

"Why me first?"

"Because if I sell, I’ll have nowhere to go except here." She says it directly, without any particular drama, which is Val's way with everything. "And I want to know that I can trust you to take care of me."

I look at her. She holds my gaze, and then the corner of her mouth lifts just slightly.

"I'm kidding," she says. "Mostly."

I get up from behind the desk and go to her. I sit on the arm of the chair beside her, which is not very dignified but gets the point across, and she shifts to make room. "Val. You know you don't have to ask me that."

"I know," she says. "But it felt right to say it out loud."

"Then I'll say it out loud too." I look at her directly. "You are a part-owner of this house. Your name is on the deed of trust. That was not a gesture, it was not a kindness, and it does not depend on anything. Whatever happens, you have a home here." I pause. "Do you understand that?"

She looks up at me for a moment. "Yes," she says. "I do."

"Good." I stand up and go back to my chair. "Now. What did you tell the buyer?"

"Nothing yet. I said I needed a few days." She takes a sip from her mug. "Lorna said something the other night about running out of room."

"She did," I say. "In passing. I've been thinking about it since."

"Me too." Val tilts her head. "Your house is large, but it has its limits. And if your knack holds, Ian, we may need more space before long."

"My knack?"

"Your knack of meeting someone in a difficult situation, and the household grows." She says it without judgment, the way she states most things. "It's happened seven times now. I see no evidence it's going to stop."

"Eight, if you count Aubry."

"I count Aubry, seeing as she’s here often enough." She pauses. "Is the bartender going to be nine?"

"I don't know," I say. "But don't sell the house. Not yet. If we need the space, a second property next door to this one is not something I could easily manufacture."

Val nods slowly. "All right. I'll hold off." She looks at me over her mug. "So you are going to do something about Courtney."

"I made a call this afternoon," I tell her. "An attorney I worked with in San Francisco. I've used him on and off since I came back here."

"What did he say?"

"He said the contract sounds poorly constructed from what I described. Non-compete clauses in agreements covering non-professional entertainment venues are difficult to enforce in this state. Courts here have been consistent about striking them down when they're overly broad, and the contracted party isn't being adequately compensated."

"Is she being adequately compensated?"

"For bartending, maybe, but for her music, not even remotely. And that's the key issue. The contract appears to cover her music as work product, which means they're claiming ownership of songs she writes on her own time, with her own instrument, in her own home."

Val is quiet for a moment. "Can they do that?"

"My attorney says it's a gray area, and gray areas in court tend to favor whoever has the better lawyer. Doyle and the owner probably banked on her not being able to afford one." I pick up my coffee. "The good news is that the rights to original music composed outside of working hours, on personal equipment, for personal purposes, are extremely difficult to claim legally. Especially when the contract doesn't specify what it covers with any precision."

"Which it probably doesn't," Val says.

"Which it almost certainly doesn't," I say. "Doyle doesn't strike me as a man who spent a lot of money on a contract lawyer."

"What about the no-compete clause?"

"Also likely unenforceable, given that she isn't a signed professional artist. She's a bartender with a performance perk built into her employment agreement. Courts don't look favorably on clauses that prevent someone from earning a living in their field, particularly when the field in question isn't what the primary employment relationship covers."

Val sets her mug down on the side table. "So what's the actual obstacle?"

"The actual obstacle is Courtney," I say. "None of this matters if she doesn't want to pursue it. And from everything I've heard, she's spent three years managing this situation on her own terms and is not going to be eager to hear a man she met five minutes ago tell her he's worked out how to fix it."

"Then you need to let her come to the conclusion herself," Val says.

"That's what I'm hoping for," I say. "Which requires getting to know her well enough that she trusts the conversation if and when it happens."

"And how do you plan to do that?"

"By going back to the bar," I say. "Starting tonight."

Val picks up her mug again. "Take your checkbook," she says, which is exactly what Aubry said to me once under very different circumstances, and the echo is not lost on me.

"Not tonight," I say. "Tonight I just want to talk to her."

Val stands and finishes her tea. "Let me know how it goes," she says. At the door, she pauses. "And Ian. Don't let Doyle see you coming."

"He won't," I say.

She nods once and goes back down the hall, and I sit in the quiet of my study for a few minutes before I put on my jacket and head out.

The Russet is less busy on a Wednesday than it was on Tuesday, when we came as a group. I take a stool at the bar rather than a table, because a table feels like a statement and a stool is just a man having a drink. The younger bartender, Jose, gets to me first, and I order a beer and settle in.

Courtney is at the far end of the bar, talking to a regular by the look of it, someone who has the comfortable posture of a man who sits on that stool most nights. She hasn't looked my way yet. I don't try to catch her attention. I drink my beer and look at the corner stage, which is dark and empty tonight, the guitar gone, the microphone stand pushed to one side.

After a few minutes, she works her way along the bar and gets to me, and there is a half-second where something crosses her face before her expression settles.

"Back again?" she says. Not unfriendly, but not quite warm either.

"I said I would be," I tell her.

"You did." She leans on the counter. "Where's your crew tonight?"

"At home."

She raises an eyebrow. "Just you?"

"Just me," I say. "Is that a problem?"

"No problem," she says. "You want another?"

I look at my glass, which is still mostly full. "I'm fine for now."

She starts to move away, and I say, "No stage tonight?"

She stops. Something shifts in the set of her shoulders, just slightly. "Not tonight," she says, without turning around.

"Doyle's call?" I ask.

Now she turns. She looks at me steadily for a moment, and there is a question in her expression about how much I know and how I know it, and I can see her deciding what to do with that question.

"It's always Doyle's call," she says.

"Right," I say, and leave it there.

She studies me for another moment. Then she picks up a cloth and starts wiping down the section of counter between us, and I get the sense that this is something she does when she is thinking, the same way some people tap a pen or look at the ceiling.

"What is it you actually want, Ian?" she asks.

~ Courtney ~

He takes a drink before answering, giving me enough time to really study his face. He’s older than me by at least a decade, maybe more, but shows almost none of the wear and tear inflicted by that time. In fact, compared to Danny, the semi-drunk regular swaying on his stool at the end of the bar, Ian is downright youthful. There’s some salt in his pepper, some creases in his brow and around the eyes, and you wouldn’t mistake him for a twenty-year-old, but the man sitting before me across the bar has an indefinable energy that radiates off him like heat. I keep wiping down the bar, aware that Doyle is probably watching this interaction through the ceiling camera somewhere to my left. How exactly does Lorna know this guy? Something about a former teacher? Former boss? And now I hear that Lorna is living in a house owned by Ian. I’m not sure on the specifics. I only vaguely know Lorna, but she has reappeared in my life the last week or so, a friend of a friend, a familiar face.

“What I want,” Ian says, at length, taking his time to speak carefully and choose each word, “is to see talent blossom.”

I cock an eyebrow. I’ve had the word talent thrown in my direction before, several times. Usually when Doyle is referring to my chest. That word is rarely used in a positive way.

“Uh-huh.” I drag the cloth across the sticky, worn countertop. If this guy is trying to charm me, he needs to up his game. I’ve been slumming it in this dive for three goddamn years already. I’ve heard every line, every come-on, every flirtatious advance that a young woman could possibly hear from a man his age. Hell, half the reason I always wear shirts that cover my chest is to avoid those lingering, lecherous eyes.

But, having said that, Ian’s eyes never leave my face. I glance off to the side and glimpse Danny ogling my ass - he doesn’t try to hide it - but Ian is different. Or at least, he appears to be different. For all I know, this is yet another line, yet another work, yet another piece of bait used to get me into some situation where this man can take advantage of me. This isn’t the first time that a guy has sat at this bar and told me that I had talent. In every single one of those situations, the guy was pretending to be some kind of agent or scout. The end goal was always to get me naked. I fell for it once, the very first time it happened. The second time, I mentioned it to Doyle and the guy was tossed into the back alley and introduced to the business end of a baseball bat. After that, I learned to roll my eyes and let it wash over me.

Ian doesn’t appear put-off or perturbed by my standoffish response. He remains calm, placid, unoffended. He takes another sip of his drink and says, “I’m serious, Courtney. The songs you played last night were incredible. I forgot where I was for the whole set.”

“Wish I could do that.”

The words come out with a lot more bitterness than I intended. Usually, I’m pretty good at masking my frustration and displeasure, but the honest, open look on Ian’s face makes me feel comfortable to say how I really feel.

“You’re wasted here.”

His voice is as calm as his expression, not overselling, not willing me to buy his story, just saying things as they are. He saw me play two songs on a random Tuesday night and he knows the truth just as much as I do. This guy has been in my presence for maybe two hours, total, and he understands the last three goddamn years of my life.

If he’s bullshitting, he’s a pro.

I offer him a shrug. The countertop between us is clean, beyond clean, but I keep wiping it anyway. Maybe I can bore right through the surface if I wipe it enough. “Gotta work to eat. Gotta eat to live. C’est la vie, what do you want me to do about that?”

He raises the drink to his lips so nobody can see his mouth move. Only I hear the words that he says next. “What do you want to do about that?”

The question makes me pause, mid-wipe. I shoot him a look. Six months into this job, I realized that agents and scouts don’t come to creaky, old, run-down bars like this one. Agents and scouts don’t spend their evenings knocking back drinks and hoping that the answer to their prayers will get out from behind the bar and play an original song that blows them away. In all the time I’ve performed on that stage over there, the only people who ever heard me were drunks, my bosses, or people just passing through. They all forgot about my music the second I returned to the bar, no matter how much they enjoyed it in the moment. Now I’m three years deep in my life as a bartender and I’ve asked myself that exact almost every waking moment.

I lower my voice but can’t keep a flicker of genuine anger from seeping into my tone.

“What I want to do is win the lottery, Ian. What I want to do is have enough money in my back pocket so I never have to work in this shitty fucking hole another day in my life. What I want is to play music whenever and wherever I want and share it with anyone and film it and record it and upload it and keep improving my performance. What I want is to get onstage and play music until my fingers bleed. Can you make that happen?”

He locks eyes with me, not pulling away from my frustration or showing any sign of fear. His head gives a small nod. “I believe I can, Courtney.”

The confidence with which he says those words - the low, quiet tone, the unblinking, easy expression on his face - almost makes me believe them. Almost. At any rate, I believe that he believes what he’s selling. It’s all the goddamn same, from every guy who wants to hit on me. Hey, baby, I got the key you’ve been looking for. All you gotta do is show me that ass.

Bull-fucking-shit.

I purse my lips in that fake customer service smile all bartenders around the world wear for patrons who irritate them. “Sure you can, Ian. Sure you can.”

A presence emerges at my side. I turn, expecting to see Jose, but instead it’s Doyle. It’s unusual to see him out of the office and on the bar floor, especially when we’re open and there is work to do. He glances from me to Ian and says, “Is everything okay here?”

He might be giving a calm smile and standing in an apparently relaxed posture, but there’s nothing friendly in the question. The last time I saw Doyle like this, it ended with him swinging that baseball bat in the alley.

“Oh, no, we’re good here, Doyle.” I give him my biggest, happiest I-just-love-my-job grin. “This gentleman here was just explaining the difference between whisky and whiskey-with-an-E. Did you know there’s a difference? I sure didn’t.”

While Ian’s quiet assertion that he can somehow make all my problems go away is irritating on one level, I’m even more annoyed by Doyle’s sudden appearance. I just know that this lazy son of a bitch has been watching on the cameras and noting that I’m talking too much with one particular customer. It’s got zero to do with keeping me safe and everything to do with marking his territory, like a dog that needs to piss on everything. For that reason, and so many others besides, I have zero problem lying straight into Doyle’s face with a charming smile.

“It’s true,” Ian says, picking up the hint. He swings the glass in his hand, making an exaggerated gesture. He even effects a little slur into his speech. “Whiskey, you know, the one with an E, the real whiskey, that’s Irish whiskey, made totally different. Did you know that?”

As Ian talks, he splashes a little liquid onto the counter. I wipe it up. Doyle nods, his manner unclenching a fraction.

“I did know that, yeah. I run a bar. So I know things like that. Listen, buddy, ya need anything else? Looks like ya had enough to drink tonight. Can I get ya a cab?”

“Me? No, no, no, I’m good, I’m good…” Ian checks his watch. He gives a cartoonish eye bulge that almost makes me burst out laughing. “Holy shit, the wife’s gonna kill me! Thanks for the drink, Cammie.”

Ian puts the empty glass on the bar with a heavy thump and makes a show of getting off the stool on heavy legs. He walks several stumbling steps before Doyle shrugs and turns away, satisfied that this was just a drunk customer making conversation. He jabs a finger at me and says, “Get back to work.”

And with that, he disappears through the door and vanishes from sight. Obviously he isn’t going to do anything tonight. I bite the inside of my cheek and glance up at the empty stage in longing. It’s a Wednesday night, we’re not exactly packed to the rafters, why can’t I take my guitar and sit up there and play a few songs?

Because every song I play somehow becomes Doyle and Carl’s property, that’s why.

I glance out at the room, trying to see where Ian went. For a guy chatting me up at the bar, I have to admit that he did seem a little different to all the others. I can’t explain why, not exactly. Maybe it was the way he held my gaze or the quiet confidence in his body language. He wasn’t showy, pushy, or arrogant, not like all the others who pass through this place.

My eyes find Ian, toward the back of the room. He’s talking to Jose while my coworker clears empty glasses from a table. Ian pats Jose on the shoulder, then walks to the door and out of the bar. I shrug to myself. Whatever it was, it’s over now. I’ll probably never see that guy again.

Wipe tables. Stack chairs. Mop floors. Restock booze. Close out the register. My last few jobs are all ticked off and I’m ready to head home. I grab my back from the closet in the back and turn to leave, but Jose puts out a hand to stop me. He jerks his head toward the office door, where Doyle is sitting, loudly talking on the phone with that jackass Carl. I frown. Jose puts a finger to his lips and motions toward the back door.

Now I’m intrigued. It’s not like Jose to act all conspiratorial like this. I follow him through the door and into the back alley. There’s a single dim bulb above the door and the faint odor of wet cardboard. Jose pulls the door behind us.

“No cameras here,” he says.

“What are you doing?” I’m intrigued but also tired and ready to hit the sack.

He reaches into his pocket and hands me a small white rectangle. I take it. A business card. The name emblazoned on the front shimmers in the dim light. Ian Chandler. And a phone number. I look at Jose with a dozen burning questions on my lips, but he answers them all with a shrug.

“I dunno, Court. Some guy gave me this, told me to make sure you get it, but make sure the boss doesn’t find out.”

“He said that?” I vaguely recall seeing Ian talking to Jose, but that was a couple of hours ago and all the way across the bar.

“Actually,” Jose grins, “he said, don’t let that pompous ass find out about this.”

I study the card. It raises a few questions, sure. But also a few red flags. “Why did he want me to have this?”

“No idea.” Another shrug. “But he gave me a hundred bucks to make sure it happened. I ain’t saying no to that. Message delivered, money earned.”

He washes his hands in the air, winks, and walks back inside the bar to finish up the last few jobs. I stand in the alley holding a business card and my bag. This is new. None of the guys who tried the old, “I’m a music agent, doll, you just gotta sleep with me” act ever gave me a business card before. This Ian guy must be a cut above the rest, at least in that department.

I turn to the open dumpster, ready to toss the card away and move on with my life, but something else catches my eye. There is something on the back of the card, neatly-printed in handwritten black ink. It says, I’ve been where you are. L. It’s followed by a phone number, different to the one on the front.

Yes, I’m intrigued. Yes, I’m tired. Yes, I’m starting to get a little frustrated at whatever game is being played here.

But it wouldn’t hurt to know if this Ian guy is yanking my chain, right? Would I regret falling for a really impressive con or would I regret not knowing if it was a con in the first place?

I walk away from the bar and find a nice quiet place under a streetlight half a block away, well out of sight of Doyle. I take out my phone and punch in the number written on the back. It rings twice, then connects. Before the person on the other end can speak, I say, “Listen, if you’re just fucking with me, tell me now, I want to go to bed.”

There’s a gentle, amused giggle in my ear. A woman’s giggle. A feminine voice says, “Is that you, Courtney?”

“Uh… yeah. Who’s this? I thought this was Ian?”

“That’s his card, sure. But this is Lorna. Nice to hear from you.”

I glance up and down the road, wondering if I’m being pranked. Somewhere out there is a van full of cameramen, filming me in secret and laughing their asses off. The street is dark and empty at this time of the night - or morning, rather.

“Lorna. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

There are hushed giggles in the background. I sense that Lorna is not alone, wherever she is. “Not at all. I’ve been awake. I was wondering if you would call. Maybe we could get together and talk.”

“Fine. When?”

“How about now? Tell me where you are, I’ll send a cab.”

There are a dozen reasons why I shouldn’t do that, starting with the obvious stranger danger and running all the way down the list to, I’m tired. Despite all that, I tell her the name of the street I’m standing on.

“Great. See you in fifteen minutes.”

I hang up the call and stand under the streetlight, confused, bemused, and still trying to understand just what the hell is going on.
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~ Ian ~

Lorna appears in the kitchen doorway at ten past midnight and says, simply, "She called."

I put down my book. "Just now?"

"About twenty minutes ago. I sent a cab." She leans against the door frame. "She sounded tired and suspicious and like she was about to change her mind, so I kept it short."

"Good call," I say.

Val looks up from her end of the table, where she has been reading for the past hour. "Is she coming here?"

"Unless she told the cab driver to take her somewhere else," Lorna says.

Rene appears behind Lorna's shoulder, which means she has been in the hallway listening, which is not a surprise. "I'll put the kettle on," she says, and comes past Lorna into the kitchen with the air of someone who has been waiting for an excuse to be useful.

Within ten minutes the kitchen has acquired Gina, Harper, and Teri, which is the reliable phenomenon I have observed over six months of living in a full house: the moment something interesting is about to happen, everyone knows, even from two floors up, even at midnight. Aubry is away tonight, which I am quietly glad about, not because Aubry would handle this badly but because Courtney does not need to walk into a room containing Aubry on her first visit.

Jamie comes downstairs in a loose shirt and sits beside me. "How do you think it went tonight?" she asks quietly.

"Hard to say," I tell her. "Doyle showed up at the bar while we were talking."

Jamie's eyes narrow. "What did he do?"

"Nothing, this time. But he was watching."

"Did Courtney cover?"

"Very well," I say. "Faster than I did, actually."

Jamie nods slowly. Before she can say anything else, headlights sweep across the kitchen window. Everyone at the table straightens almost imperceptibly, which is both endearing and slightly comic.

"Try to look like you weren't all waiting up," I tell them.

"We were all waiting up," Harper says.

"I know, but she doesn't need to know that."

The doorbell rings and Lorna goes to answer it. I stay in the kitchen. I hear the front door open, Lorna's voice, and then another voice, lower, with a dry edge to it even at this distance. Footsteps in the hall. And then Courtney Price walks into my kitchen at twelve-thirty in the morning and stops just inside the doorway and looks at the assembled faces looking back at her.

She takes it in for a moment. Then she says, "Why is everyone awake?"

"We're night people," Gina says, which is not entirely untrue.

Courtney looks around the room again, counting, and I watch her do the math. Eight women and one man, all in various states of evening comfort, all watching her with the particular warmth of people who have been briefed and are genuinely curious. I can see the wariness in her face, the professional bartender's habit of reading a room, and I can see her getting no usable read at all, which is clearly not something she’s used to.

"This is a lot of people to be awake this late," she says.

"This is actually a quiet night," Teri says, and Rene gives her a look.

"Sit down," Lorna says to Courtney, pulling out the chair beside her. "Rene made tea. It's good tea, but she's insufferable about it."

"I have standards," Rene says, setting a mug in front of the empty chair.

Courtney sits, slowly, with the careful posture of someone who has not yet decided whether the exit is close enough for comfort. She wraps both hands around the mug the way people do when they want something to hold. She looks at me across the table.

"You went to a lot of trouble for a weeknight," she says more to me than anyone.

"I didn't arrange any of this," I tell her honestly. "They were already up."

"We wanted to meet you properly," Harper says with a smile. "We heard you sing."

"And Lorna played us a recording," Gina adds. "The one from YouTube before it got taken down."

Something crosses Courtney's face at that. Not pleasure exactly. Something more complicated. "Doyle had that taken down inside a week," she says.

"We know," Jamie says. "I found it anyway."

Courtney looks at Jamie. "Who are you?"

"Jamie. I write for the student paper mostly, some freelance work on the side." Jamie pauses. "I have some questions about your contract, if you're okay with that at some point."

"Not tonight," I tell her.

Jamie looks at me. "I was going to say not tonight," she says, mildly.

Courtney glances between us. "Are you two together?"

"Not exactly," Jamie says, in the tone she uses when the full explanation would take longer than the current moment allows.

Courtney looks around the table again. I can see her processing, taking in the comfortable way the girls sit together, the shorthand between them, the general atmosphere of a household that is relaxed with itself. She’s working out what she’s looking at, and she’s smart enough to be close to the right answer without quite getting there yet.

"How do you all know each other?" she asks.

"We live here," Val says. "Most of us."

"Not all of you?"

"Not Jamie," Lorna says. "Jamie is adjacent."

"Adjacent," Courtney repeats.

"It's a whole thing," Gina says. "We can explain it properly another time. Tonight you should just drink your tea and decide if we're terrifying or not."

Courtney looks at Gina for a moment and then, for the first time since she walked in, something in her face loosens. "You're not terrifying," she says. "You're just a lot."

"Yeah, we get that," Harper says, sounding genuinely pleased.

The kitchen settles into a looser rhythm after that. Rene asks about the bar, and Courtney answers with the dry shorthand of someone who has told the Cliff Notes version of a story many times. Gina asks about the guitar and gets a more animated response than anyone was expecting, Courtney leaning forward slightly when she talks about her father's records, her hands moving. Val asks one precise, well-aimed question about the songwriting process and Courtney answers without stopping for a while, something I note and file away.

She’s different here than she was at the bar. Not unguarded exactly, but less skeptical. The bartender's professional demeanor is still there but she is not leaning on it as hard, and underneath it she is funny and sharp and pays attention to whoever is speaking, the habit, I assume, of someone who has spent years listening to other people's problems.

Sometime after one, the girls begin to drift. Harper first, then Gina, both saying genuine goodnights to Courtney with the easy warmth that is simply how they are. Teri follows and I notice that Rene must have slipped out earlier. Then Jamie, who squeezes my shoulder on her way past in a way that communicates several things at once. Val goes last, pausing at the door.

"It was really nice to meet you, Courtney," she says.

"You too," Courtney says, and she seems to mean it.

Then it is just the two of us. Lorna has stayed, technically, but she is at the far counter doing something with her phone and projecting so thoroughly the air of someone who is not listening that she might as well be in another room.

Courtney looks at me. "Your house?" she asks.

"My house," I confirm.

"And they all live here?"

"Most of them."

She picks up her mug, finds it empty, and sets it back down. "I'm not going to pretend I know what the situation is here," she says. "Because I don't. But everyone seems happy, so I'm going to leave it at that for the time being."

"That's a reasonable approach," I say.

"I have my moments." She looks at me steadily. "So. No Doyle. No cameras. What is it you actually want, Ian? And I want the real answer this time, not the one you gave me at the bar."

"The one at the bar was real," I say, trying to not sound defensive and not quite pulling it off, if I’m being honest.

"You said you wanted to see talent blossom. That's not an answer, that's a greeting card."

Lorna makes a small sound at the far counter that is almost a laugh, quickly suppressed.

"That’s fair," I offer with a nod. "All right, I spoke to an attorney this week. Someone I've worked with before, who knows entertainment contracts. I described your situation to him in general terms, without naming you or the bar."

She goes very still. "You did what?"

"I described the situation," I say. "I didn't name anyone. I wanted to know if what I was hearing made legal sense."

After another pause, she adds, "And?"

"And he told me that non-compete clauses in contracts like yours are very difficult to enforce in this state. Courts here have struck them down consistently when the contracted party isn't being properly compensated for the restriction they're being held to."

She is quiet for a moment. "What about the rights to my songs?"

"Also problematic for them," I say. "Songs written on your own time, on your own instrument, at home, are very hard to claim as a work product. Especially when the contract language is vague, which he suspects it probably is."

"Yeah, it’s vague, all right," she says. "I've read it a dozen times." A pause. "How did you know it was vague?"

"Because Doyle doesn't strike me as a man who spent serious money on a contract lawyer," I say. "He spent the minimum needed to make it look official and counted on you not being able to afford to challenge it."

She looks at the table. Something is going on behind her eyes, and I don't push on it.

"This attorney friend of yours," she says. "Is he any good?"

"He's very good," I say. "And before you ask, yes, I would cover the cost. Before you tell me you don't want that, I'd ask you to consider that Doyle has had three years of your work for the price of a bartending wage and two songs a week. The math is not in his favor."

She looks at me for a long moment. "Why?" she says. "Why would you do any of this for someone you've had two conversations with?"

It is a fair question and she deserves a straight answer. "Because you have a real talent and a bad contract and the second thing is solvable," I say. "And because I've sat across from people in situations they couldn't see a way out of before, and it turned out there was a way out, and I was in a position to help find it. That's the whole answer."

She holds my gaze. She is looking for the catch, the way anyone would, the way I would in her position.

"I'm not asking for anything in return," I say. "Not now, not later. That's not how this works."

"How does it work, Ian?"

I glance toward Lorna at the far counter, and then back at Courtney. "Ask Lorna," I say. "She can explain it better than I can."

Courtney looks at Lorna, who has put down her phone and is watching us both with an expression that is entirely open.

"Another time," Courtney says, turning back to me. "Tonight I need to think."

"That's all I'm asking," I say. "Think about it."

She stands and picks up her bag. I walk her to the front door. On the porch she stops and turns back, and the night air is cold and the street is empty and quiet.

"That business card," she says. "The one you gave to Jose."

"Yes."

"You wrote Lorna's number on the back."

"I thought you might trust a woman's voice more than mine at midnight," I say. "Was I wrong?"

She thinks about it. "No," she says. "You weren't wrong." She looks at me for one more moment. "Good night, Ian."

"Good night, Courtney," I say. "Get home safe."

She walks to the waiting cab and I stand on the porch until the taillights disappear around the corner, and then I go back inside to where Lorna is still sitting at the kitchen counter, not even pretending now.

"Well?" she says.

"She'll think about it," I say.

Lorna smiles. "She'll call," she says. "I give her two days."

~ Courtney ~

I leave Ian’s house with more questions than answers. My cab ride home is a blur. By the time I get into bed, it’s almost two in the morning and my brain shows no sign of tiredness. Right now, I’m more awake than I’ve ever been. But it’s not the possibility of escape keeping me awake. It’s not Ian’s kindly tone, either. It’s the single question, why that reverberates inside my skull, growing louder with every echo.

Why me? What makes me so special that this guy with a big house and apparently shitloads of money would descend from his pedestal to help me out?

Why me? The guy clearly has a whole crew of young women living with him, why the hell does he need to get involved in my life?

Why me? Who is this guy anyway that makes him feel compelled to lift me out of the gutter?

His earlier words return to me now, drifting out of the darkness around my bed like a distant horn in the night. What I want is to see talent blossom. That’s what he told me, his justification, his explanation, his reason for appearing in my life - twice - and trying to lend a hand. It’s a pathetic, weak, barely intelligible excuse, but you know what the weird thing is? I kind of believe it. Kind of. I believe that he believes it, at the very least. And I have to admit that his self-belief is somewhat persuasive, even to my cynical, frustrated, hopeless mind.

But aside from his motives, whatever they might be, I’m equally curious about his living arrangements. There was simply too much for me to try and absorb tonight to ask Lorna what the hell was going on. I’m left to assume that Ian runs some kind of rescue home for pathetic, broken women? Strange deal, but okay. I don’t know Lorna all that well, but she seems okay. Safe. Happy. Comfortable. All the things anyone really wants to be, when all is said and done. I don’t know what the deal is with all the other women, though. Some of them seem way too composed or - what’s the best way to say it? - experienced to need rescuing. There was the woman who looked only a few years younger than Ian himself, yet with a strangely timeless grace, the blonde with the sharp eyes and sarcastic smirk, the brunette with the notebook, the girl who looked barely old enough to buy alcohol, the other blonde who was quieter but still pretty-self assured…

What kind of man needs to surround himself with such a collective of gorgeous young women?

I sit up bolt upright in bed. Oh my God. He’s a playboy. It’s so obvious to me now. He brings in all these women and makes them live with him. God only knows what else he makes them do. He probably has cameras rigged in the showers, weird, creepy shit like that.

And now he’s got his eyes on me. He wants to add me to his strange little cult of young women. Well, nice try, buddy. But I’m not falling for it. The number one rule I’ve learned is that nobody does anything for nothing. Even if he is being absolutely one hundred percent honest and completely sincere with me that he only wants to help because I’m in a shitty spot with my contract - a laughable idea, I mean, come on, who does that? - he still has to want something from me. Something. Anything. Maybe he wants me to parade around the house in my underwear or film me in the shower or something like that, whatever rich old guys do to get their rocks off.

A voice speaks to me, soft and gentle. I know that voice. It’s the voice of my dad.

But, Courtney, he says in my mind, is that truly worse than where you are now?

“Dad,” I say into the dark, “come on, I have some dignity. I’m not going to take on sugar daddy.”

He says a single word in reply. Dignity?

That gives me pause. Do I have dignity now? Is it dignified to slum it in a shitty apartment building where the hot water runs out every morning and I hear the footsteps of every single tenant on the stairs? Is it dignified to work my ass off in a crappy dive bar five or six nights a week for a pathetic salary that only just covers my overheads in exchange for playing two songs on stage? Am I really better off now than I was before, when I would play my music out on the street and collect loose change?

There is no answer to those questions. My father has stopped speaking to me. And I can’t really blame him. I would be so disappointed in myself, too.

I have the next day off, but there is no respite from the usual routine. Just because I work until after midnight and I’m trying to sleep, doesn’t mean anyone else needs to care. The dawn chorus begins from six thirty in the morning as people start waking, walking, and thundering around the building. I’m exhausted and running on maybe four hours of sleep. I try to drift off again, but every time my eyelids grow heavy, another series of heavy footfalls snaps me back to reality and the cycle begins again.

Eventually, I get too frustrated to sleep. I sit up in bed and take my guitar and strum a few chords. I pretend that the thumping footsteps are actually a drum beat and try to play along with the sounds. It amuses me for all of ten minutes. After that, I ignore the stampede and run through a few of my own songs, finishing with my semi-complete newest number, that I may or may not title “Black-Eyed Woman”.

My mind drifts away to memories of last night. I’m tired and cranky, but that all feels fresh and vivid in my mind. Lorna brought me to Ian’s home. I was introduced to his… what, his housemates? His rescues? His pet projects? They were nice enough to me. But I still don’t fully understand any of it.

A memory of Ian rises. I ask him how any of it works. He nods to Lorna across the kitchen table and says, Ask Lorna.

Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll do just that. I might be getting all defensive and irritated about the idea of having this guy swoop in out of nowhere and save me like I’m some princess in a tower, but I’m not too precious to at least try to learn more. If it’s a scam, if it’s a cult, if it’s something worse than what I have now - well, at least I dodged a bullet.

But if it’s all true… If he really can do something good for me… If he is able to pick me up, dust me down, and set me straight…

That’s got to be worth something, right?

Lorna’s number is the most recent call listed in my phone’s history. I dial it and wait. My thumb twitches as if wanting me to hang up before she can answer, but the call connects on the second ring and Lorna’s voice fills my ear again.

“Hello, Courtney.” She doesn’t sound surprised to hear from me, which I find mildly irritating. Am I that predictable? The sound of distant, muffled chatter fades away in the background. I can imagine her sitting at the kitchen table in Ian’s house, raising a finger to ask for silence, all the other girls watching her, their voices fading. Or maybe she’s walking to a different room in the house. Or maybe she’s somewhere else entirely and my sleep-deprived brain is overthinking everything, like usual.

“Hi. Is this a good time?”

“For you, it’s always a good time.” Her tone is so sugary-sweet that I feel it waking me up like a shot of espresso. “I’m glad you called, we’ve all been talking about you.”

I almost cringe at that. The idea of Ian’s little cult discussing me, dissecting me, examining me, is an uncomfortable one. But I push ahead with the reason for my call. “Can we talk? I mean, face to face? Are you free today?”

“One moment, let me check.” There’s a brief moment of near-silence and the rustle of papers down the line. “I’ve got class until eleven thirty, then a gap until one. Do you know the campus area?”

“I know of it. Yeah.”

“There’s a coffee shop called The Caffeine Hit near the library. I’ll meet you there.”

“Sure thing.”

I hang up and clutch my knees to my chest. What am I doing? Why do I need to speak with Lorna again? Ian gave me the pitch last night. It sounded too good to be true. In my experience, that was a big red flag. Just like my life right now. Doyle once offered me a contract that sounded too good to be true and - whoops! - it was.

After a few minutes of self-pity and wallowing in doubt, I decide that I need to know for sure. I’ll ask Lorna straight-up what Ian’s game is and what he wants from me.

And even if he wants me to parade around his home in my underwear, is that really so much worse than my life right now?

That thought is still rattling around in my head a couple of hours later when I arrive at the college campus and follow the signs to the library. The coffee shop is one of those cool, hip, trendy places that wants to be anything other than a place to consume caffeine, with jazz music, neon signs, and even a stage toward the back with a sign advertising a poetry reading night later in the week. I stare at that small stage for a moment, wondering how my guitar would sound coming through these speakers and reverbing off these breezeblock walls.

“Courtney! Hey!”

Lorna is already here, sitting at one of the few small, circular tables near the counter. She’s not alone. One of her housemates is sitting beside her, the youngest-looking one. Hallie? Harriet? Something like that. I’m a little frustrated that we’re not alone for this talk - I’d been hoping for some one-on-one time, not them ganging up on me - but whatever. I take the seat facing them and sit. It’s a high-back chair designed to create a warm, comfortable atmosphere, as if we’re sitting by a fire in a log cabin. There are three steaming mugs on the table.

“We didn’t know what you’d like,” says the young one. “So there’s a latte, a hot chocolate, and a black coffee.”

I drag the black coffee closer. Lorna shoots her friend a knowing look and says, “Told you so, Harper.”

Harper. Right. I’ll try to remember it, but there are so many girls in that house, it’s overwhelming to make mental notes of them all.

Lorna settles comfortably into the chair. She gestures with her hands, as if saying that there’s nothing to hide. “I’m really glad that you called, Courtney. I know that our home can be kind of a lot, especially the first time.”

“That’s putting it mildly.” There’s more defensiveness in my tone than I intend, but neither of them react to it.

Harper says, “Did you get much sleep? You must have got home really late.”

“Some.” I shrug. “I don’t really sleep much, but that’s not really my choice. Late nights, then I get woken up early. I’m used to it.”

Lorna’s brow creases. “That’s awful.”

“I’m used to it.”

There’s a brief lull in the conversation. Long enough for me to study these women. Both young. Undeniably gorgeous. Relaxed, calm, easy in each other’s company. They sit close together and part of me wonders if that is to project an air of unity or because they’re actually close outside of here, too.

Harper breaks the short silence. “Do you need sugar? There’s some on the counter.”

“No thanks. Black and bitter is fine.”

Lorna says, “I know we were talking pretty late last night. Do you have more questions?”

I lift the mug to my mouth and drink, giving a slow nod. Sipping hot, bitter coffee gives me time to think. There are so many questions, but I start with the one that I need answered most. “What’s the deal with Ian?”

It’s a weird thing to say out of nowhere, but Lorna and Harper show no confusion. If anything, it’s like they almost expected it. Harper says, “He’s an amazing man.”

“Incredible,” says Lorna, nodding in agreement. “As crazy as this might sound, he’s the genuine article. No pretense, no hidden agendas, no secret motives.”

“He’s honest.”

“Right, honest.” They exchange a look. “And when he says he wants to do something, he’s going to try to make it happen, but he’ll never do anything if it isn’t wanted. Does that make sense?”

I look at them. Young faces. Bright eyes. Dreamy smiles. “You love him. Both of you?”

Lorna gives Harper’s hand a squeeze. “With all our hearts. And he loves us, too.”

“Doesn’t that get awkward? What do the others think?”

They don’t say anything. They don’t need to. The answer is all over their faces. For the first time in a long time, I’m shocked. Truly shocked.

“Wait, you all - every one of them?”

Harper blushes. “He loves all of us, too.”

I let out a slow exhale, like a deflating balloon. I knew it. The guy runs a cult. It looks like a normal house with normal people, but it’s a cult. He probably dresses in robes and gives sermons, the whole nine yards. God fucking dammit. Too good to be true. Sure, he can help me. All I need to do is get baptized and worship a nine-headed lemur from Mars or something.

Before I can get too discouraged, Lorna says, “But that’s not what you really want to know, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Ian gave you a card with two numbers on it. His and mine. You called me. Why is that?”

I shrug, not wanting to answer. The women stay quiet, still holding hands, watching me across the table with mild interest. The answer comes to me.

“The card had a note. It said you’ve been where I am. What does that mean?”

“Exactly what you think.” She gives a wistful smile and starts telling me a story that I feel she’s told many times before now. “Ian used to be my math professor, right here, at this college, over ten years ago. We ran into each other - almost literally - when I was at my lowest. Lost my home. Dead-end job. No prospects. Jackass ex. I was dragging all my belongings in a suitcase. And then he appeared. He gave me a home, turned me around, helped me get back into college and continue my studies.”

My eyes narrow with suspicion. “What did he want in return?”

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

For the second time in a long time, I’m shocked. Harper picks up the thread and continues.

“I was living with my horrible old aunt in her nasty house, basically acting like her maid. Ian found me while I was pinning up flyers in the pouring rain. Literally. He helped me find my freedom, gave me a home, helped me get the confidence to enroll and become a student.”

“Uh-huh.” I click my tongue. “Let me guess, he wanted nothing in return?”

“It’s true.” Harper has such big, innocent eyes. Like a puppy. She gives me a look that implores me to believe her. “I know it sounds crazy, nobody ever believes it when we tell them, but it’s the truth.”

I laugh and slap the table. What a great joke. “You’re telling me that all these girls, all of you, live in his home and he doesn’t want anything from you?”

Lorna doesn’t see the funny side. She says, “That’s what we’re saying. We all have our reasons for being there. Teri used to work with me at the diner, she wanted to start her own business. Now she’s running a cleaning company. Gina had her struggling bakery, now she runs out of product by noon. Val needed company and companionship, now she’s got a whole damn family.”

She reaches across the table and puts her hands on mine. The intimacy of her touch is surprising, but I don’t pull back. She continues.

“We’re telling you the absolute, God’s honest truth, Courtney. Ian has the resources to do whatever he wants for the rest of his life and what he’s chosen to do is help anyone he wants. He has this knack of finding people at the lowest point in their lives and putting them on the right track. I know that he’s already put a lot of work into learning about your situation…”

Her voice tails off. Normally, I would pull my hands away and finish my coffee and leave, but these two women are so convincing that I’m compelled to ask, “Is there a but coming?”

Harper smiles. “Ian will never, ever do anything that you don’t want him to do.”

My jaw clenches. “Is he going to make me beg for help?”

“No.”

Lorna’s warm hands gently squeeze mine. “You don’t need to do anything like that. You just need to let him know that he can help. Nothing else.”

Harper leans into Lorna, resting her head on the older woman’s shoulder. It’s a more intimate gesture than I could have ever expected, even with their comfortable body language. I pause for a few seconds, then ask, “Are you two… together?”

“Together how?”

“You know.” I give her a knowing look. “Together-together.”

“Sometimes.” Lorna says it so simply and casually, as if ordering a coffee. “We all are.”

I fall silent, unable to form words. That explains so much. The atmosphere in the house last night was so comfortable, so easygoing, so casual. The way the girls sat, acted, spoke, joked, interacted - it all makes sense now. I was so focused on my life and my problems that I didn’t pick up on it.

Harper senses my surprise. “Don’t worry, that’s purely optional.”

“Optional,” Lorna says, with the brightest smile I’ve ever seen, “but so worth it.” They giggle together, two women with a shared secret. “But that’s getting off-topic. The point is this, Courtney. You have a talent. That talent is being wasted, agreed?”

“Yeah.”

“And there’s a way to get you out of that job and out of that crappy contract, agreed?”

“Yes.”

“What would you do if you could play your music right now?”

I nod to the stage in the corner. My eyes get all misty out of nowhere. “I’d go and play.”

They’re silent for a moment. Solemn. Respectful. Then Lorna takes out her phone.

“I can call Ian right now and give him your permission. But you have to be the one to give it.”

Sometimes life places you at a crossroads. You go one way and choose the safe path, the familiar route, the one you know, even if you hate it. Or you take a risk and go someplace you’ve never seen before and try something new that might terrify you and might not even pay off. But it’s a choice you need to make.

I gaze at the empty stage. Then I look at the barista behind the counter, making coffee. Stage. Bar. Stage. Bar.

I turn back to Lorna and say one word.

“Okay.”
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~ Ian ~

I’m in my study with the contract documents my attorney sent over that morning, a dense summary of what he expects to find in an agreement like Courtney's, based on what I described to him.

Lorna calls at half past eleven.

"She said okay," Lorna says.

"Good," I say. "How did she seem?"

"Skeptical. Tired. Trying not to look hopeful." A pause. "So, about where you'd expect her to be."

"Where is she now?"

"She just left. Harper walked her to the bus stop." Another pause. "Ian, she brought up the living arrangements."

"I figured she would."

"Harper handled it well. We kept it simple." Lorna's voice is careful. "She called it a cult."

"Also expected," I say. "Give her time."

"I know. I just wanted you to know where her head is at." A door closes in the background. "Are you going to call Marcus?"

"As soon as we hang up," I say. "Thank you, Lorna. Both of you."

"Don't thank me yet," she says, and I can hear the smile in it. "Get her out of that contract first."

I hang up and find Marcus Hale in my contacts. He answers on the third ring, and we exchange pleasantries before getting down to it.

"Do you have a name?" he asks.

"Courtney Price. The bar is The Russet on Clement Street. The manager is named Doyle. I don't have a last name yet. The owner is Carl Purcell."

"Purcell." Marcus is quiet for a moment. "I know that name. He had a dispute with a musician three or four years ago. It didn't go anywhere, but I remember the name."

"Do you remember how it was resolved?"

"If I recall, the musician left town," Marcus says. "Which is not the same as resolving. It just means Purcell waited it out." A pause. "I'll pull what I can find on both of them. Can you get me a copy of the contract?"

"Working on it," I say. "Hopefully, I'll have it to you by the end of the day."

"Good. In the meantime, I want to be clear about one thing. If this contract is as vague as you're describing, we have options. But the cleanest path is usually a demand letter first. It puts them on notice, gives them a chance to release her voluntarily, and if they don't, we have a paper trail that makes them look worse in front of a judge."

"Would they release her voluntarily?"

"Depends on how smart they are," Marcus says. "Men like this usually think they're smarter than they are. Which helps us." Another pause. "One more thing. Is she prepared for the possibility that this gets uncomfortable before it gets better? If Doyle is the type I think he is, he won't take a demand letter quietly."

"I'll talk to her about it," I say.

"Do that. And get me that contract."

I hang up and sit for a moment. Then I dial The Russet.

It rings several times before someone picks up, a young man's voice I recognize as Jose.

"The Russet, how can I help you?"

"Is Doyle available?" I ask. "I have a question about a private event booking."

"One moment."

I wait. There is the sound of the bar in the background, quiet at this hour, the clinking of glasses being stacked, and a television on somewhere. Then a different voice, smoother, the voice of a man who has spent years making people feel welcome without giving a shit as to whether they really are.

"This is Doyle. You're looking to book an event?"

"I am," I say. "A colleague of mine recommended your venue. I was there recently, and I was impressed with the place."

"We host all kinds of events," Doyle says. "What’d you have in mind?"

"A private function, forty or fifty people, evening. I'd want live music included."

"We can absolutely do that. We work with some excellent performers regularly. The entertainment would be taken care of."

"I heard a woman perform the other night," I say. "Singer-songwriter. Blonde played her own material. I'd want her specifically."

There is a pause that is almost imperceptible. "That would be Courtney," he says. "She's one of our best singers."

"Is she available for private bookings?"

"Everything goes through us," Doyle says, smoothly. "We manage her schedule and her appearances. I can put together a package for you, make sure she's part of the evening. What dates were you thinking?"

"I'm flexible on dates," I say. "I'd want to confirm the talent first. Could I speak to her directly to discuss the set?"

Another pause, fractionally longer than the first. "That's not really how we do things, pal," he says. "All bookings and artist communications go through the venue. It keeps everything on the up and up."

"I understand," I say pleasantly. "Send me your rates and available dates, and I'll take a look."

I give him a generic email address I just created and hang up. Then I sit back in my chair.

Everything goes through us. We manage her schedule and her appearances. All artist communications go through the venue.

Three years of that. Every opportunity filtered, controlled, redirected back through the same two men. I’ve dealt with difficult people in business before, people who held leverage and knew how to use it and had no particular interest in being reasonable. Doyle is that type, and now I’ve heard it directly from him rather than secondhand.

I pick up my phone and text Courtney. It says: Marcus Hale, my attorney, is formally on your case as of this morning. He'll need a copy of your contract. Can you bring it this evening, or photograph every page and send it to this number?

She replies minutes later. I'll bring it. What time?

I write back: Whenever suits you. Come for dinner if you like.

A longer pause this time. Then: Okay. Seven?

I write: Seven is good. I'll let the girls know.

I put the phone down and go to find Gina.

Courtney arrives at five past seven with a manila envelope under her arm and the look of someone who has made a decision and is committed to it, but who reserves the right to revisit it at any point if circumstances change. I have come to recognize that look. It is the look of a person who is careful with their trust and is extending some of it anyway, which is the most you can ask of anyone.

"Come in," I tell her. "Gina's been cooking since four."

Courtney steps inside and looks toward the kitchen, where the sound of several overlapping conversations is already audible. "How many people are here tonight?"

"Most of them," I say. "Aubry is coming later."

"The photographer?"

"You remember her."

"I remember everyone," she says. "I just wasn't sure of names."

I take her coat, and she follows me to the kitchen, which is warm and loud, smelling of whatever Gina has been working on for the past few hours. The response to Courtney's arrival is genuine and immediate without being overwhelming, which is one of the things this household has learned to calibrate over time. Harper pulls out the chair beside her. Lorna pours a glass of wine, and Rene, at the far counter, nods once with a smile.

"Sit," Gina says from the stove, without turning around. "It's almost ready."

Courtney sits. She sets the manila envelope on the table beside her, looks at it, then at me.

"I photographed every page and sent it to your attorney's number an hour ago," she says. "He texted back to confirm receipt."

"That's Marcus," I say. "He doesn't waste time."

"What did he say?"

"That he'd review it tonight and call me in the morning." I sit across from her. "He'll want to speak with you directly at some point. Is that alright?"

"Yeah." She turns the wine glass by its stem. "I want to know what he actually thinks before I get my hopes up."

"That makes sense.”

"Ian called The Russet this morning," Lorna says, from the other side of the table.

Courtney looks at me. "You did?"

"I wanted to hear Doyle directly," I say. "I told him I was interested in booking a private event and that I'd want you as the entertainment."

She is very still. "What did he say?"

"He said everything goes through the venue. That he manages your schedule and your appearances and that all communications about bookings go through him."

Her jaw tightens. "Yeah, of course he did."

"He also said he'd send rates and available dates. Which tells me he has no problem profiting from your performances as long as he controls the terms."

"That's exactly how it works," she says, flatly. "Doyle books me for events, collects the fee, pays me my bartending hourly, and pockets the difference." She picks up the wine glass. "I found out about it eight months in. I asked him directly, and he said it was standard practice for managed artists."

"It isn't," I say.

"I know that now."

Teri, who has been quiet at the end of the table, says, "Did you have anyone look at the contract before you signed it?"

Courtney looks at her. "No," she says. "I was twenty-three, I needed the work, and he put it in front of me and told me it was standard." A pause. "I know how that sounds."

"It sounds like something that happens to people who don't have a reason yet to know better," Val says, from the doorway.

Courtney looks at Val for a moment. "Yeah," she says. "That's about right."

Gina sets serving dishes on the table, and the conversation shifts. Courtney is quiet for the first few minutes, eating and listening, and I watch her size up the room the same way she did on her first visit, reading the dynamics, making mental notes.

"Can I ask something?" she asks during a gap in the conversation.

"Sure," Lorna says.

"Last time I was here, I asked how this all works." She looks around the table. "And Ian told me to ask Lorna. We've talked about it since then, but only in broad strokes and vague terms." She looks at me. "Is there a reason nobody wants to answer that question directly?"

"No reason," I say. "It's just a longer answer than you’d think at first glance."

"Try me."

I look around the table. Several faces look back at me with mild interest, as if curious how I will handle this, which is not particularly helpful.

"Each person at this table came to be here differently," I say. "The common thread is that there was a point where I was in a position to help, and I did. What grew out of that has been different in every case and was not planned in any of them." I pause. "What it is now is a household. A family, if you want to use that word. People who have chosen to be here."

Courtney is quiet for a moment. "And you," she says. "What do you get out of it?"

"Everything," I say, which is the honest answer.

She looks around the table again at the faces watching her, and I can see her working through it, the same way she worked through the bar when she was reading the room for trouble and found none.

"Okay," she says, finally, and picks up her fork.

It is the same word she said to Lorna in the coffee shop this morning. One syllable that is doing a great deal of work.

Aubry arrives at half past eight, camera bag over one shoulder, and drops into the empty chair beside Courtney with the ease of someone arriving somewhere they consider their own.

"You're Courtney," she says.

"You're the photographer," Courtney says.

"Aubry." She reaches across for the wine. "How's the food?"

"Good," Courtney says.

"Gina's always good." Aubry fills her glass and looks at the manila envelope on the table beside Courtney's elbow. "Is that the contract?"

"It is," Courtney says.

"Is it as bad as it sounds?"

"Probably worse, to be honest."

Aubry nods. "Ian will sort it out," she says, with the flat certainty of someone reporting a fact, and reaches across Courtney for the bread, and the table moves on.

I watch Courtney absorb Aubry’s statement. The casual confidence of it. The absence of any qualification. I can see it landing differently than she expected, and I understand why. She’s been in a place for three years where nobody has sorted anything, where every promise has come with a condition attached, and every condition has been designed to keep her exactly where she is.

Hearing something stated as simply as that, by a woman who has no particular reason to oversell it, is a different experience for her, something she’ll have to get used to.

Or not.

She doesn't say anything. She just picks up her wine glass and looks around the table. But her posture is slightly different from what it was an hour ago.

It’s a small thing, but I’ve learned to pay attention to small things.

~ Courtney ~

Ian will sort it out.

She says those words with such confidence, such easy detachment, and such authority that I almost laugh out loud. As if anyone could see a stranger struggling, decide to dig into her life, find the cause, identify the issues, and magically make everything right as rain without breaking a sweat

But something weird happens around the table when Aubry says those words. Nobody laughs. Nobody teases. Nobody chimes in with a counterargument. She states, straight-up, that Ian has the power to turn my life around and everyone accepts it like a universal truth. After all, he's waved his magic wand and turned their lives around, hasn't he? Why would it be any different with me?

I take my wine glass and look around the table with fresh eyes. One man. Eight women. Nine, including me, although I don't. All these women were in bad places. Mentally, spiritually, even physically. I don't know all their stories, but I do see how they are now. Happy. Chatty. Comfortable.

Safe.

I haven't felt any of those things since… well, since I moved out and decided to “make it” on my own, whatever that means. Have I “made it” because I rent an apartment? Have I “made it” because I hold down a job, even a job as shitty as mine? Have I “made it” because I write my own music and play my guitar?

Compared to the other women at the table, I haven't made anything.

The longer I observe them, the less I see the things that I expected to see. Earlier, I had called this group a cult. I've seen enough documentaries to understand the dynamic on display here. One man living with all these women. A rich guy and a bunch of poor women in need of a home. What else was I supposed to call it?

But the things I witness aren't anything like a cult. I saw a little of their interactions the other night when I first came over, but that was a fleeting visit and I had other things on my mind. This time is different, I have the time and space and presence to really observe them all.

There are no bibles, for one. No religious books or posters or sigils on the walls. No strict dress code for any of the girls. They're all wearing different, comfortable outfits, from Lorna and Harper in their loose college get-up, to Valerie's more elegant attire, all the way to Rene in a provocative low-neck shirt and no bra.

Secondly, Ian is not the focus of all their attention. Most cult leaders sit around and hold court, delivering sermons and lectures, but that's not what I see. Conversation around the table flows as it would under any other circumstance. Sometimes the whole group discuss a single topic as one, before two or three smaller talks breaks out among certain areas. Everything flows naturally and nobody is steering a single point of conversation, not even Ian. He joins the talk when he has something to add, and chats to the women nearest him with casual ease. What amazes me the most is how they treat him. Not with an air of superiority, not with special treatment, not with deference. If anything, it's more like an irreverent reverence. They're all grateful to him and they clearly admire him, yet they tease and joke like any other close-knit group of people I've ever seen across the many long nights at the bar. He was right. This is a family. But, no, that's not the right word. They're a family in the sense that this is a group of people who live under the same roof and take care of one another. The word alone doesn't do it justice. I can see how much they all care about each other in their eyes, their closeness, their smiles. The bond all these people have and share goes way, way deeper than any mere family. They all found their way here, to this table. They chose this life.

“Kind of overwhelming, isn't it?”

Aubry drags me out of my thoughts with a knowing smile. It takes me a second to catch up with what she’s saying. She means this: the group, the home, the family. I nod.

“Is it always like this?”

She nods, lips pursed. “Uh, yeah, actually. The only thing that Ian insists on is that everyone has dinner together.”

“What else does he insist?”

She catches my look and shakes her head. “I know what you’re thinking. No, he doesn’t. He’s never made any rules about that.”

“Everyone here has, you know? Slept with him?”

I glance across the table at Ian, feeling awkward for talking about him like this, but his attention is on Valeria and Rene, nodding along to their conversation. Aubry says, “I haven’t.”

“How come?”

A soft, gentle laugh. “Honey, you’re more my type than he is.”

“Oh.” A blush creeps up my neck. “So he never…”

“Nope. In fact, I’m the one who made the rules about my arrangement with him. All he wanted was to help.”

“I hear that a lot.” A question nags at me. “What rules do you have?”

“Just basic things. I want to pay my own way, support my own business, live mostly in my place, that kind of thing. But I get to come and go as I please.”

“You don’t live here?”

She shakes her head. “But Ian treats me like one of the gang. I was like you not too long ago. I assumed he had an agenda, some kind of intention. He really doesn't. It's the damndest thing. All these girls, they’re here because they want to be. Even me. I’d rather be here than anywhere else.”

That makes me think. I pause, hesitating over my glass of wine. If Aubry isn’t into guys, yet Ian is helping her just the same as all the other girls around this table, does that mean I’ve been wrong about him all this time? That kind of man - someone true, honest, genuine, not driven by selfish desires, who has noble, altruistic intentions - has got to be one in a million. Maybe one in a hundred million.

But it is still one. As rare as he might be, he must exist, even at those odds. If he extends the same courtesy to Aubry as to every other girl at this table and has zero chance of bedding Aubry, then maybe - just freaking maybe - he really is that one in a hundred million guy.

To my other side, Harper says, “Are you going to stay here tonight?”

It takes a second to realize that she’s asking me, not Aubry. I gape at her. “What do you mean?”

“I’m sure nobody here would have a problem if you did. It’s kind of late and it’ll save you getting a cab late at night.”

“Oh, but I haven’t…”

A dozen excuses run through my mind. A dozen reasons why I shouldn’t stay in this house with all these strangers. I have no pajamas. I have no toothbrush. I have nothing to wear. I have nowhere to sleep.

Harper cuts through all of that with a single statement. “You can sleep in my room. I’m kind of beat today and I’ve got to get up early for class.”

My mouth replies before my brain can formulate a thought. “Thank you.”

She beams and touches my thigh under the table. Not an invasive touch, but a friendly one. It’s intimate and soothing at the same time. I could melt into this chair.

How long has it been since I’ve enjoyed something as simple as a family dinner around a kitchen table? God, not since my dad moved out. It was never the same when mom tried to get me to join her and whoever she was dating that week. I probably haven’t felt this comfortable in at least twenty years.

Once we finish eating, Teri leaps into action, insisting on cleaning up the plates and sorting things out. As a guest, I make an attempt to help, but both Aubry and Harper place their hands on my shoulders and push me back to the seat.

“Just let her work,” Aubry says. “Trust me.”

Teri moves around like a whirlwind, diving between people and taking the dirty dishes. She doesn’t stop for a moment. People around the table move to give her space without breaking conversation. In less than a minute, it’s all gone. I’ve never seen anyone clear a table so fast, and I’ve worked in a bar for three years.

Once Teri has finished up, Gina walks around the table and places a single cupcake in front of everyone. Each cake is beautiful, topped with whipped cream and a gorgeous decoration unique to every person. Harper gets a cute book. Aubry’s is a camera. Ian, I notice, has a cake topped with a heart. My cake has a guitar. It’s so beautiful that I could almost cry. Nobody has given me something so meaningful since my dad gave me the very guitar that is now perfectly captured in fondant.

The girls at the table coo and compliment Gina, who flushes with pride and shrugs as if it’s no big deal. Ian says, “When on earth did you make these?”

“Yesterday. I’ve been experimenting with my decorations. I’m going to start selling these next week at the bakery.”

I can’t stop admiring my cake. It’s the most touching thing I’ve been given in years. Gina doesn’t know me at all, yet she took the time and trouble to craft something so meaningful and personal. I almost don’t want to eat it.

Everyone else begins to carefully bite into their cupcakes. Little coos and squeals of excitement go around the table. All the cakes have a different flavor. I bite into mine and let out a sigh of happiness. Blueberry. Gina directs her gaze to me and says, “Did I guess right?”

“How did you know I love blueberries?”

“I didn’t. But I got this sense that you’re a blueberry girl. Like me.” She places a piece of cake on her tongue and eats it with a smile. “Best flavor, right?”

There’s a short silence as everyone eats their cakes, followed by a fresh wave of enthusiastic praise for Gina’s talents. It’s the most wonderful cake I’ve ever eaten. Light, fluffy, just the right level of moisture, packed with flavor.

With that, dinner ends. We all relax around the table as Teri removes the last of the plates and cleans down the rest of the kitchen. Conversation resumes and thrives. I can’t explain it, but there’s a real sense of community here. A sense of love.

Then, finally, Lorna and Gina rise from the table. They bid us goodnight and walk out of the kitchen hand in hand. I watch them disappear into the hallway. Gina slaps Lorna’s ass, getting a wild peal of laughter in response. That surprises me. I turn to Aubry and say, “I thought everyone slept with Ian?”

She frowns. “No. Why would you think that?”

“I don’t…” Heat creeps up my cheeks. “I just assumed.”

“Anyone does what they want here. Take Jamie.” Aubry nods toward the young dark-haired woman on her other side. The two share a closeness that’s more than simple friendship. You don’t need to be a body language expert to pick up all the signs. “She has her own place, too. Sometimes she stays there. Sometimes she’s with me at my home. Sometimes she sleeps with one of the girls, or Ian.”

“And you’re okay with that?” I had assumed they were dating, based on how close they seemed.

“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

Again, I have no answer. Every time I make an assumption about anyone at this table, I’m proven completely wrong. All my cynical instincts are wildly inaccurate tonight.

Ian looks at me across the table. “Did you enjoy dinner, Courtney?”

“I did. Thank you.”

“Good.” He smiles. “I would say that it’s not always like this, but… Well, I’d be lying and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Valerie drapes an arm around his shoulders and whispers something that makes his eyes gleam. He says, “Sounds like it’s my bedtime, Courtney. Can I call you a cab?”

To that, Harper chimes in. “She’s staying with me tonight.”

He glances at me for confirmation. I nod.

“In that case, I will see you in the morning. Goodnight.”

Ian and Valerie head off to bed together. From the giggles in the hallway, there’s no doubt why they’re so eager to go upstairs. Harper stands and offers me a hand. She says, “Come on, I’ll show you to my room.”

I get to my feet and take Harper’s warm, soft hand. Rene winks at us over the rim of her wine glass and says, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Harper giggles. “That’s not a very long list…”

We walk out of the kitchen, leaving Rene snorting in our wake. Harper guides me along the hall and upstairs to the bedrooms. There are several doors along this hall, some open, some already closed. I can hear the faint sound of feminine cooing behind one door. Harper brings me to her room and inside.

“This is me,” she says, with a hint of pride.

“It’s really-”

My breath catches in my throat. The room is nice - probably almost the same square footage as my entire apartment, with enough furniture to live in relative comfort. But my eyes are drawn to two large frame photographic portraits hanging over the bed. One photo is of Harper, the other features Rene. Both women are clad in sensual, classy, teasing underwear. I’ve heard of boudoir photography but have never seen it before.

She sees my open-mouthed reaction and giggles. “Rene insisted on hanging her picture with mine. Do you like them? Aubry took the pictures. She has an amazing eye.”

“Uh. Yeah. You look, um…”

My flabbergasted response is all she needs. Harper beams. She opens the closet and takes out some pajamas and tosses them on the bed.

“You can pick whichever you want.”

I choose the black set. She turns away so I can get undressed and into bed. She doesn’t turn back until I’m under the covers. The bed is soft and comfortable. Really comfortable. Holy shit, this is what a real bed is supposed to feel like. Where has this been my whole life?

Harper gets changed next. I avert my eyes out of respect, but she makes no attempt to hide or shy away. For someone who seems reserved and timid, she’s remarkably outgoing with her own body. No wonder. The few glimpses I get of her creamy skin, silky legs, and smooth stomach are proof that she has nothing to be shy about.

She shuts off the lights and slips into bed beside me. A sense of calm settles over us both. I can hear the faint sound of sensual moaning somewhere in the distance. It’s strange to overhear one of the girls in such an intimate way, yet I feel a thrill in my stomach.

“Is it always like this?” I can’t help asking the question.

“What do you mean?”

“So… comfortable. So genuine. People just, what, they hook up? They go to bed with anyone they like?”

“Yes.” She moves a little closer to me. I feel her warmth, smell her sweet scent. “It probably seems so strange at first. I thought it was the weirdest thing ever, but now I live here, it’s…”

“Right,” I say, finishing her thought. “It’s right.”

“Exactly. That’s perfect. We all live here. We all love each other. We care for one another. Having sex is a part of that.”

“How often do you sleep with Ian?”

She’s quiet for a moment. “As often as I want. Two, sometimes three times a week. But that’s always my choice. He never tells anyone to do that. Sometimes he goes to bed and doesn’t have sex. It’s nice to just be in bed with someone and enjoy the company, you know?”

This is the first time I’ve shared a bed with someone else in a long while, but I understand what she means. I say, “I know.”

We fall silent. Somewhere in the distance, the other girls come upstairs. Doors close. Muffled moans begin. It excites and comforts me in equal measure. What a weird sensation. Sometimes I hear people fucking around in my building and the sound irritates the hell out of me. But here, it’s different. As much as I hate to admit it, I kind of like it.

Harper moves closer. She cuddles into me. Her arm drapes over my stomach. She says, “Is this okay? I like to cuddle, but if you don’t…”

“It’s okay.”

She lets out a contented sigh and gets comfortable beside me. I listen to her breathing as it deepens and she begins to fall asleep. This is the weirdest place I’ve ever slept. I have a woman I hardly know cuddling me. I’m listening to a distant chorus of other women enjoying themselves in other rooms. And yet I’ve never felt so calm or so peaceful. I feel happy. Content.

Safe.

“Courtney?” Harper’s voice is heavy with sleep now.

“Yeah?”

“You’ll be okay.”

I don’t say anything. She falls asleep at my side, her warm body growing still. I let out a long, slow breath and join her in dreamland. Somehow I know that I really will be okay.
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~ Ian ~

Marcus calls at seven forty-five, which is early even for him.

I am already at my desk with coffee when the phone rings. Outside, the house is doing what it does on weekday mornings: the particular organized chaos of eight people navigating one kitchen and not enough bathrooms on overlapping schedules. I can hear Teri on the stairs, Gina and Harper talking in the hall, the front door opening and closing twice in quick succession.

"I've read the contract," Marcus says, without so much as a how-do-you-do.

I smile at his lack of manners and match him. "And?"

"It's worse than I expected in some places and weaker than I expected in others. The non-compete is unenforceable as written. It's so broad it covers essentially any musical activity anywhere within a fifty-mile radius, which no court in this state is going to uphold for a bartender." A pause. "The rights clause is the more interesting problem. They've tried to claim ownership of any musical work created during the period of employment, which on its face sounds alarming."

"But?"

"But they forgot to define the terms. Created where? Using what? On whose time? The clause has no specificity. A first-year law student could drive a truck through it." Another pause. "The short version is that this contract would not survive a serious challenge. Purcell and Doyle have been relying on Courtney not figuring that out."

"What do you recommend?"

"A demand letter first. I can have it delivered to The Russet by noon. It puts them on notice, gives them seventy-two hours to respond, and makes clear that we are prepared to litigate if they don't move toward a release." He clears his throat. "I also pulled the property records on the building, as you asked."

"What did you find?"

"Purcell has held the building for eleven years. He refinanced it twice, most recently four years ago. The current loan is not underwater, but it's not comfortable either. He's had two informal inquiries about selling in the past three years and declined both, but my guess is that he declined because the offers were too low, not because he's attached to the asset."

"So he'd sell at the right number."

"That's my read," Marcus says. "Do you want me to proceed on both tracks simultaneously?"

"Send the demand letter," I say. "Hold on the property approach for now. I want to speak to Courtney first."

"Understood. I'll need her available by phone this afternoon in case Doyle responds directly to her."

"I'll make sure of it," I say, and hang up.

The house has gone quiet by the time I come out of the study. The front door has stopped opening and closing, the voices on the stairs have gone, and the calm that settles over this place when the girls are out has taken hold. Before Lorna moved in with me, I would have hated this much silence this early in the day. Now, I don’t exactly look forward to it, but it doesn’t bother me as much as it used to.

I go to the kitchen to refill my coffee and find a note on the table in Lorna's handwriting that says: Courtney is still asleep. We didn't wake her. You're welcome.

I pour my coffee and sit down to wait.

She comes downstairs at half past nine, fully dressed but with the slightly unmoored look of someone who has slept much longer and more deeply than they expected. She stops in the kitchen doorway and takes in the empty room and the quiet house with an expression I recognize. It is the expression of a person trying to identify what is missing, who has not yet figured out that what’s missing is noise.

"Where is everyone?" she says.

"Classes, work, errands," I say. "Sit down. Do you want some coffee?"

"Please." She pulls out a chair and sits, slowly, the way she sat the first night she came here, with the careful posture of someone still getting their bearings. "What time is it?"

"Half past nine."

She stares at me. "I never sleep past six."

"I know," I say. "Your neighbors are loud."

"You could hear that from the bar?" A beat. "Right. Lorna."

"Lorna," I confirm. I set a mug in front of her and sit across the table. "Marcus called this morning."

She wraps both hands around the mug. "Your lawyer? What did he say?"

I give her the plain version, the same way I have been giving her plain versions of things since the first night she sat in this kitchen: what the non-compete covers, why it doesn't hold up, what the rights clause attempts to do and why it fails to do it. I watch her face while I talk. She has the focused stillness of someone who is listening hard, filing everything, and not letting her reaction get ahead of the information.

When I finish, she’s quiet for a moment.

"They knew," she says. "Doyle and Carl. They knew it was weak."

"Probably," I say.

"They just counted on me not being able to do anything about it."

"Most likely."

She looks at her coffee. "Three years," she says, and there is something in the two words that is not quite anger and not quite grief and is probably both.

I don’t say a word.

After a moment she looks up. "What happens now?"

"Marcus sends a demand letter to The Russet today. It gives them seventy-two hours to respond and makes clear that we're prepared to take it further if they don't." I pause. "There's also another option. I asked Marcus to look into the property."

She frowns slightly. "The building?"

"Purcell owns it, as you know. He's refinanced it twice, and the loan doesn’t leave him with much wiggle room. Marcus's opinion is that he'd sell at the right number. He's declined inquiries before, but we think it’s only because the offers were too low."

She stares at me. "You want to buy the bar?"

"I want to give Purcell a reason to make this easy," I say. "A clean exit from the building solves his loan problem and removes any incentive to drag out the contract dispute. And a venue without Doyle and Carl running it would be worth having, for the right reasons."

"What are the right reasons?"

"A stage that someone with your talent can use without asking permission," I say. "That's the main one."

She is very still for a moment. Then she says, "Why would you spend that kind of money on someone you've known for two weeks?"

"Because the contract problem is solvable and the building makes the solution cleaner," I say. "And because I have the money and you have the talent and those two things, between them, can do something real."

She looks at me steadily. "And you want nothing in return?"

"I want nothing in return," I say. "That's not how this works. You've heard that from enough people in this house by now that I'd hope you believe it."

She holds my gaze for a long moment. "I'm starting to," she says, which from Courtney I take as the closest thing to a full concession I'm likely to get, and I accept it accordingly.

"There's one more thing," she says.

"Go ahead."

"When you meet Doyle." She puts the mug down. "I want to be there."

I look at her.

"I know what you're going to say," she continues. "That it'd be better without me in the room, that Doyle will direct everything at me, that Marcus will be more effective if it's just lawyers and money. I've thought about all of that." She meets my eyes. "It's my contract. My music. My three years. I want to be in the room when it ends."

I consider that. She is right that it would be easier without her. She is also right that it’s her three years. And she is looking at me with the look of a woman who has made up her mind and is not asking for permission, only for acknowledgment.

"I'll check with Marcus," I say.

"What will he say?"

"That it's your call," I say. "Which it is."

She nods once. "Then I'm coming."

I call Marcus from the study. He says exactly what I told her he would say. I come back to the kitchen and tell her we're meeting Doyle at four o'clock.

The Russet looks different in the afternoon. Without the warm lighting and the noise of an evening crowd, it’s just a room, and not a particularly impressive one. Scuffed floors, tables pushed to the walls, chairs stacked; the bar itself is clean but showing its age in the worn patches along the rail. The corner stage is a raised platform with a strip of old carpet and a tangle of cables pushed to one side. In daylight, it’s smaller than it looks at night.

Doyle is behind the bar when we come in. He takes in Courtney and me, then Marcus, who is carrying a leather folder and has the self-contained expression of a man who has done this many times before, and I watch Doyle recalibrate in real time. He had expected, I think, to manage this himself. Carl Purcell is in a booth at the back, a heavier man in his sixties with the watchful stillness of someone who has sent Doyle ahead to be the face of things for so long that he is out of practice at doing it himself.

"Mr. Chandler," Doyle says. The warmth from the phone call is still there but more guarded now. Then his eyes move to Courtney. "Courtney. You didn't mention you'd be joining us."

"Nope," she says. "I didn't."

We sit at the largest table. Marcus sets his folder down and opens it, and the meeting begins.

Marcus is a good lawyer and he doesn’t disappoint. He’s quiet and precise and doesn’t raise his voice once, which is more effective, but I have to give him credit just the same. He walks them through the non-compete clause and explains, in plain but specific terms, why it absolutely will not hold up. Doyle interrupts twice with objections that Marcus addresses without batting an eye. Carl says nothing. He’s watching me, not Marcus, in the way of a man who understands that the lawyer is not the principal.

"The rights clause is the second issue," Marcus says, and explains it.

Doyle leans back in his chair. "We have a valid contract," he says. "Signed voluntarily."

"Signed without independent legal advice," Marcus says, "by a twenty-three-year-old who was offered the agreement as a condition of employment. Courts in this state take a dim view of that sort of thing." He closes the folder. "You have seventy-two hours to execute a full release of Ms. Price from all contractual obligations. That includes the non-compete, the rights clause, and any other provisions you intend to claim bind her. If we don't have that release by Friday, we will file."

Doyle looks at Carl. Carl looks at me.

"There's a second matter," I say. It is the first time I’ve spoken since we sat down, which I think has been useful, and I have timed it for this moment deliberately. "I'd like to make an offer on the building."

Carl's expression doesn't change, but something does. "The building isn't for sale," he says, his voice lower than Doyle's.

"Everything is for sale at the right number," I say. "Marcus has the particulars. I think you'll find it addresses your current loan position comfortably." I pause. "The offer is simple: all cash, quick close, no conditions. It's on the table until Friday.” Which happens to be the same deadline as the release, but I don’t say it out loud.

Carl looks at the folder Marcus slides across the table. He doesn't open it immediately. He looks at it the way a man looks at something he has been waiting for without admitting he was waiting for it.

"You'd keep the bar running?" he asks.

"Under different management, of course," I say without looking at Doyle. "The venue stays. The name can stay if you're attached to it. What changes is who runs it and how the talent is treated."

Doyle says, "This is a fuckin’ shakedown." His nostrils flare.

"This is a business meeting," I say. "You're welcome to call your own attorney and have him look at Marcus's assessment of the contract. I'd recommend it, actually. A second opinion will tell you the same thing Marcus has told you, and it might make it easier to accept."

Doyle looks at Courtney, and I see in his expression the thing Marcus warned me about: the anger looking for somewhere to land. "Three years we've given you a stage," he says. "Three years of exposure, of buildin’ an audience."

Courtney looks at him. I watch her because I want to see how she handles it, and what I see is that she doesn't look away, doesn't change her expression, and takes her time before she speaks.

"You've had three years of my music," she says. "And my bartending, and my draw, because half the people in this room on any given night come because of me, and you know it. We're not talking about what you gave me, Doyle. We're talking about what you took." She pauses. "And what you're going to give back."

Doyle has no answer for that. He looks at Carl again. Carl has opened the folder and is reading.

We leave them with the papers and the deadline and walk out into the late afternoon. The door swings shut behind us and the street is quiet, and the light is going gold and flat at this hour.

Courtney stands on the sidewalk for a moment without speaking. I wait.

"That last thing he said," she says finally. "Three years of exposure."

"Yeah?"

"I've been telling myself that same story." She looks at the window of The Russet, at the dark glass and the sign. "That it was building something. That it was worth it."

"It built your songs and your confidence," I say. "Those are yours regardless of what he thinks the contract says."

She is quiet for a moment. Then she asks, "Do you think Carl will take the offer?"

"Yes," I say. "By Thursday."

She looks at me. "That confident?"

"He's been trying to sell that building for two years," I say. "I'm the first buyer who's walked in with the right number and no conditions. He'll take it."

She nods slowly and looks back at the bar one more time. Then she turns away from it and says, "Okay. What happens Thursday?"

"We go home," I say. "And Gina makes dinner."

The corner of her mouth moves, just slightly, toward something that is almost a smile. "Is that always the answer?"

"More often than you'd think," I say, and we walk back to the car.

~ Courtney ~

A girl could get whiplash from all the sudden course corrections my life has taken in the last week. One day, I’m going through the motions of my life and wishing for an escape, then suddenly this charming stranger with kind eyes shows up in my life and throws the most unbelievable escape ladder of all time. In fact, it’s so unbelievable that I was absolutely certain he was full of shit, even the first time I sat at his table with the girls.

And now?

Now things are different. I’m walking to his car with a spring in my step and a kind of giddiness I haven’t felt in years. It’s like I’ve had a rope cinched around my chest for three long years, a rope that only pinched tighter by the day, and now it’s suddenly been loosened and I can draw breath again and, oh God, the air tastes so wonderful and the world smells so sweet and the sun is so bright…

Ian drives us back to his home. As before, we’re the only two here. Everyone else is out, living their lives, doing their own things. I’m buzzing with so much nervous energy that I can’t sit down, but Ian gets settled into an armchair and picks up a book with seemingly zero worries. He might have just returned from the store, rather than attempt to barter my freedom with the assholes who kept my soul hostage for three years. And that’s not even including however much money he just waved in front of Carl’s face to make this happen.

“Would you like a drink?”

His calm, measured voice interrupts my frazzled thoughts. I pause, realizing that I’m pacing back and forth in his living room. He gazes at me from the chair, peering over the edge of the book.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Have you got anything strong?”

He chuckles and heads to the kitchen, returning with two elegant glass tumblers of clear-brown liquid. Whisky, maybe, or scotch. Either way, it doesn’t matter. Something to settle my nerves, that’s what I need. Ian raises his glass to me and says, “To your imminent emancipation, Courtney.”

I hesitate. “You sound confident. Are you sure this is going to work?”

A kindly, gentle smile. He sits on a couch and gestures for me to join him. I do.

“I am sure, Courtney. More sure than I am about anything else today. Right now, I imagine that Doyle is probably raging and trying to convince Carl not to take the check and keep things as they are. Maybe he’s using a few colorful terms to describe me and promising to keep you on a tighter leash - or kick you out entirely, whichever story he thinks will buy him more time.”

The mental picture makes me smile. I hope Doyle is sweating right now. I hope that slimy weasel is finally feeling as uncomfortable as he’s made me feel for the last three years. Ian’s lips lift at my amusement. He continues.

“Meanwhile, Carl is studying the paperwork with a very close eye, maybe closer than he’s ever read anything in his entire life. I guarantee you that he keeps looking at the figure at the top of the page. He might be listening to Doyle, sure, but I believe he’s asking himself if keeping Doyle and keeping the bar in his own name is going to bring in the same amount of money. The answer to that is no. He already knows that, of course. But the next question is one of pride. Is it admitting defeat if he sells up and moves on? Or will this be the beginning of a glorious and long-awaited retirement? Again, he already knows the answer to that question.”

I study him with a new sense of awe. Along every step of this crazy journey, Ian has impressed me. He didn’t want to trick me into bed. He isn’t running a cult. He truly wants to help me find my path in life. And now he’s talking with absolute certainty about the inner workings of a potentially difficult and financially cumbersome transaction. I take a sip from my glass. It’s scotch. Damn, it’s good scotch. Expensive. I can tell, I’ve spent three years pouring the cheap stuff for groups of wannabe businessmen.

Ian says, “Now, I know the old saying about counting chickens, but we’re not exactly dealing with Wall Street’s finest here, are we? I hope you’ll forgive me for trying to infect you with a little optimism.”

Now I smile. I haven’t smiled this easily in… I don’t recall. But here I am, on the couch of a man I hardly know, enjoying the most expensive scotch of my life, and I feel so light my body might start floating away at any moment.

Something occurs to me, some thought in the back of my mind. I start to giggle.

Ian blinks, amazed. He hasn’t heard me make any kind of noise like this before. I haven’t had much of a reason to laugh like this in a while.

He says, “What’s so funny?”

“This old joke just popped into my head. There’s a flood, okay, and this town gets covered in water. The people climb on top of their homes to get out of the water and survive. A rescue boat comes and takes some survivors away. But this one guy, he refuses to go. They ask him why and he says, I’m not afraid, God will save me. Another boat comes but, again, he won’t get on. He says, God will save me. Finally, a helicopter flies overhead with a rope ladder, telling him to get on, quickly. The guy still says, No, God will save me. Then his house collapses and he’s swept away and drowns. The guy shows up at the Pearly Gates and he says to Saint Peter, Hey, what gives? Why didn’t God save me? And Saint Peter says, He sent you two boats and a helicopter, what more do you want?”

Ian laughs. I laugh with him. I laugh until tears roll down my face and I gulp deep mouthfuls of air to recover. Oh, God, when did I last laugh like this? I don’t remember. This is the happiest and lightest I’ve felt in so goddamn long.

“That was me,” I say, wiping a tear from my cheek. “I was the guy on the roof of the house. I nearly pushed you away because I didn’t believe it could be true.”

To his credit, he doesn’t seem upset by that. Ian says, “I completely get where you’re coming from, Courtney. You have plenty of reason to be wary of people offering you things. I’d be exactly the same in your position. But now, you only have one thing to worry about.”

“Really? What’s that?”

“What will you do tomorrow?”

Tomorrow. I haven’t thought about it even once. The idea of being curious, excited, or eager for tomorrow has literally not entered my brain for three years now. I’ve had no reason to be excited. Maybe the last time it happened was way back when I thought that working at the bar guaranteed me a spot performing on stage. But now…

“Oh, my God…” I exhale the words. It’s hard to think straight. The possibilities are endless. I could do anything.

But before I can start to get excited about the positives, a sliver of genuine terror settles in my heart. I have no job. If I’m free of my contract, I’m free of employment. Now I have no income. Which means I’m going to lose my apartment. Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck! What am I supposed to do now?

Ian watches with that calm, all-knowing gaze, as if he can read my mind and is already four steps ahead of me. He says, “I once asked what you would do if you could play your music. Do you remember what you told me?”

I nod. “Everything.”

“Is that still true?”

“It is.”

“Tell me what you need to give yourself the best chance of making it happen.”

I exhale. It’s something I’ve asked myself many, many times over the years and the answer is on the tip of my tongue. I start reeling off a mental list of items. “Firstly, I would need to lay down some more material. My phone is pretty good for that, but maybe I’ll need to invest in some proper sound recording equipment to get the best quality for the music. That will be enough for me to lay down a demo. Beyond that, if I want to get some recording time at a proper studio, there’s a place in town I know about, but they charge five grand for the basic session with one engineer. The full setup is, like, ten, minimum. And I have no idea how many sessions I’ll need or if they’ll even take me seriously…”

The calm, contemplative smile on Ian’s face makes me pause. I frown. “What is it?”

“You’re always so animated and engaged when you talk about your music. It makes me smile.”

“Why?”

“It means that I’m doing the right thing. Helping you makes me feel…” He takes a deep breath and exhales. He doesn’t need to finish the sentence.

“You know, Ian, you’re the only guy I’ve ever met who wanted to help me without asking for anything in return.”

“Doing something for another person is all I want. If you really want to thank me, you’ll get into that recording studio as soon as possible and start sharing your music with the world.”

A few days ago, him saying that would make my eyes roll all the way back, or bring a cynical sneer to my lips. But now, after getting to know this man a little better, I know that he’s being honest with me. He really, truly, purely wants to lend a hand. I don’t know what I did to deserve his attention or his help, but I will be eternally grateful for it.

I nod, but pause. I chew my bottom lip.

Ian takes a sip of scotch. “What’s the matter?”

“I still don’t know how the hell I’m going to afford any of this. The sessions. The equipment. Jeez - even my apartment. I don’t have any money saved up. And if I’m not working at the bar, then…”

He extends a hand and places it on my arm. A warm, gentle, soothing touch. The kind of human contact that invites calm and tranquility. His own serenity seems to flow into me through that connection. My heart skips a beat.

“Of course, forgive me, Courtney. I forgot to mention something quite important. Once I own The Russet, you’ll be a regular contracted performer. I will pay you for every set you play in the club. You said one good recording session can cost at least ten thousand dollars?”

“Yeah.”

“And how many songs have you written?”

I pause to think. “I don’t know. I have six, maybe seven, notebooks filled with music and lyrics. I could have around twenty songs that are ready to record, probably something like another thirty that are almost-there.”

He purses his lips and nods. He takes a slow drink. “Fair enough. How does ten sound?”

“Ten?” I frown. What does he mean by that? Ten dollars a song ? Ten dollars a set? Neither of those is any better than my current situation. My heart almost begins to deflate.

“Yes. Every night that you perform a set on stage at The Russet, I’ll pay you ten thousand dollars.”

I almost black out.

“What - hey, what? Are you fucking with me, Ian? Don’t do that, don’t fuck with me like that!”

He says nothing. He just looks at me with those calm, friendly, charming eyes. He waits for me to cool off.

“You’re being serious?”

He nods.

“Oh, my God.” I drain my glass of scotch in one go. My head is spinning and it’s nothing to do with the liquor. “You’re fucking - ten? Ten thousand dollars? A night? Per performance? For me to play?”

“If you feel like you’re worth more-”

“Holy fuck! Ian… what… who.. Who are you?”

Ian smiles. It’s an easy smile. The kind of smile that can melt the coldest heart, unlock the strong safe, even quell the most dangerous beast. He smiles at me on the couch and I feel the most intense sense of peace I’ve ever known. More peaceful than when I strum my guitar and lean into the mic. He exudes this aura of total bliss.

“I’m just a man who has been granted every blessing possible. Which reminds me. Your apartment.”

“Yeah.” I wrinkle my nose without meaning to do it.

“Probably not the best space for you to practice, write, and get a good night’s sleep. You are obviously more than welcome to join us here. We’ve run out of whole bedrooms, but if you don’t mind sharing, well, Harper was touched by your company last night. I’ve been thinking of what to do about the bedroom situation and I have an idea, but that’s not important right now. The point is, you’re welcome to join us here. I can’t promise anything except what you’ve already seen - companionship, family, and endless love. It’s yours, if you want it.”

Do I want it? God, how could anyone say no? Tears blur my eyes. Tears of sheer, unrestrained joy and happiness. My entire life is being lifted out of a swamp and put back on track after three cruel, terrible, frustrating years. I feel a tear roll down my cheek.

Ian’s phone begins chirping with an incoming call. He checks the caller ID and says, “Hmm. Earlier than I expected.”

He answers the call and puts it on speakerphone. I hear the voice of his lawyer friend, Marcus.

“Ian! Is this a good time?”

“For you, Marcus, always. I’m here with Courtney.”

“Well, if you’re happy for her to be involved in this little chat?”

Ian glances at me. He winks. Despite his optimism, a knot forms in my belly. A knot of dread. This is when Carl changes his mind. This is when Doyle gets his way. This is when the brakes slam on and this rollercoaster comes to a screeching halt and all those good things come crashing down around my ears and everything comes to an end. I just know it.

“I just had a call from your man Carl at the bar.” Marcus sounds amused. “He agrees to your terms.”

“All of them?” Unlike me, Ian doesn’t seem surprised. But my jaw is on the floor and my brain is shooting into space and my stomach is doing backflips.

“Every last one. In fact, he says, if you can do a partial buyout in cash, he’ll give you the keys today.”

“Maybe. I’m not in that much of a rush. But what about the manager, Doyle?”

“Already gone. Fired. Dismissed. Downsized. However you want to call it. He won’t be a problem anymore.”

Ian touches my arm again. I could melt into the couch right now.

“The only thing left to do,” Marcus says, “is get the paperwork drafted.”

“And that’s why I pay you the big bucks, my friend.”

“You certainly do. I’ll deliver them first thing next week. Congrats, Ian. You now own The Russet.”

Marcus ends the call. Ian places the phone back on the side table. Neither of us says anything for a moment. I put my empty glass down. I’m light-headed. Light-footed. I’m made of helium and only my shoes are keeping me on this planet. This is the most insane thing to ever happen to me. I can’t even process it.

“Well, Miss Price,” he says, “the stage is yours, for as long as you want-”

I kiss him. Hard. A kiss of gratitude. A kiss of appreciation. A kiss of desperate, endless thanks. I will never be able to repay him, but I can show him my love in every way possible.

Ian kisses me back. He’s slow. Gentle. Considerate. He lets me make all the moves and up the ante. I put my hands around his neck, signalling that I want his touch. He takes the hint. Those tender, warm, loving hands make their way around my back, holding me against him. My tongue caresses his. It’s been so long since I kissed anybody like this, with so much depth and need and pure want, that I have to fight to control myself.

Still, he holds back. Still, he lets me take control. Maybe he’s hesitant to push me too hard, too fast, but I feel like a tiger released from captivity into the wild. I’m breathing free air and seeing the endless sky and experiencing the sounds of nature as if for the first time. The sensation of his lips, of his rasping stubble, of his masculine warmth, it awakens something inside me that has been dormant for so, so, so fucking long I forgot it was even there.

My hands slip beneath his shirt and push it up. We break our kiss just enough for me to take it off completely. The man has a good physique. I guess he gets plenty of workouts with all the women in this house. Our kiss pauses for just long enough that he’s able to ask a question.

“Are you sure?”

I am. I’m more sure than I’ve ever been of anything in my entire life. I almost hurl myself at him and we fall back on the couch in a tangle of flailing limbs and falling clothes. My hands are moving faster than his, seized by a flurry of desperate determination, so I’m yanking his pants down before he’s managed to take my shirt off. I’m almost laughing at my own eagerness.

He says, “You don’t have to do this, you know. There is no price of admission to live here.”

“I don’t have to.” I guide his pants off and dump them somewhere behind me.

“I don’t need to.” I place my hand to the swell growing inside his shorts.

“I want to.” I take off my shirt and bra. His eyes remain on my face, instead of my firm breasts and flushed nipples.“For the first time in so many fucking years, I can do anything I want. And what I want to do… is this…”

I ease his shorts down and his manhood rises before me like a herald’s staff signaling the arrival of a mighty warrior. Firm. Warm. Stiff. Ready. He looks across the couch at me but doesn’t speak. There’s nothing left to say. I lower my mouth to him and he exhales a groan of awed passion.

There is no stopping me now. I can’t control myself any longer. I sink down the length of him with a muffled groan of sheer bliss. A week ago, the idea of doing this would have made me laugh, but after everything I’ve been through and everything he’s done for me, this is the most natural thing in the world. I can trust him. I can open myself up to him. I can be whatever I want to be and he’ll be happy for me.

His eyes almost roll back as I take him fully inside my mouth. The feel of his hot, pulsing manhood filling my mouth propels me forward, compels me to keep going. Now my head begins to rise and fall in his lap, sinking and lifting along his manhood. I have one hand on his length, the other cupping my breasts and pinching my nipples. Every stroke makes him groan louder, with more intensity, with deeper need. Those sounds drive me crazy. I need more.

I begin to really blow him now, cutting loose, unleashing my inhibitions. I’m sucking him, groaning for him, stroking him. He lets me do whatever I want with him. No rushing, no pressure, no commands. I can do whatever I want with his hard cock.

“God, Courtney, that’s amazing…”

Four simple words send a tidal wave of heat through my body. I keep him in my mouth and shrug off my jeans, kneeling beside the couch. He places a hand on my hips and I give him a nod, letting him know we can go further. He slips my panties to the floor. He caresses my curves. I can’t take any more. I stand, lift my leg, and ease my weight down onto his face.

Ian wastes no time lavishing my pussy with the same attention I’m devoting to his cock. We’re on the couch together, bodies entwined, lips locked on each other in the most sensual way possible. Our muffled moans become a symphony of pleasure. His warm, silky tongue explores me with perfect tenderness and mindboggling skill. Everywhere he licks makes me moan louder. I try to keep pace, sucking and stroking him with unrestrained desire, but soon his quiet insistence and firm delicacy begin to break down my defenses and I’m left to grip his thighs and moan out loud into the quiet of the house.

“Holy fuck-! Ian!”

He brings me to the edge and allows me to linger there, teetering on the most wonderful precipice possible. If he was anyone else, I’d assume he lacked the skill to make that final move, but this is carefully, beautifully, and calculatedly deliberate. He keeps his tongue moving in slow, gentle circles, never applying too much pressure, almost working my pussy like an artist uses brushstrokes on a canvas. And then, just when I think I’m going to lose my mind from how goddamn good it feels, he places two fingers to my molten-hot entrance and slowly eases them inside.

It’s too much. I tumble over the edge into the wonderful oblivion of climax. I cry out for him, screaming in wordless pleasure, my body trembling from head to toe, moaning again and again as waves of ecstasy wash over me with no end in sight.

My fingers dig into his thighs. I cling to Ian as his talented fingers and tongue hold me in this state, allowing me to roll with the orgasm, making it grow steadily more intense with each flick and probe. I am reborn in this moment. The last remnants of who I was melt away and I become who I was always meant to be.

“Fuck! Ian!”

It’s too much. It’s too good. I need more. I need him inside me. I lift and move into position, mounting him with a kind of yearning I haven’t felt since my very first boyfriend. My aching pussy yawns wide. I sink down onto him and that red-hot, throbbing, wonderful cock glides into its rightful place, inside me. We moan as one. My hips begin to roll. Holy mother of God, does this feel good.

“You like that, Ian? That good?”

“It’s perfect.”

With that, I start to ride him. Fluid, effortless, gliding strokes of my hips. Gentle, careful rolls and bounces. I lean my head back and moan up to the ceiling. He begins to move beneath me, his hips meeting mine at the exact right moment, making something wonderful feel even better. We moan together, move together, make love together. I lean down and kiss him. He grasps my hips and guides me, never asserting himself, but only making sure we remain locked in perfect harmony. As I sit upright, I snag his glass of scotch from the table and raise it to my lips.

“To you,” I say.

“To us.”

I drink it all and then I start to really fuck him. I fuck him with a kind of wild, uninhibited urgency I’ve never experienced before. I want him to enjoy all of me. I want to enjoy all of him in return.

My hips roll with urgency now. The head of his cock brushes all the right parts of my tunnel and I’m seeing stars with every stroke. My moans get louder and more frantic. Ian’s gasps turn breathless. We’re both clinging on now, desperate to last and equally desperate to make the other explode.

“Cum with me, Ian!”

With that shrill moan, we cum. Together. My pussy tightens around him, squeezing and clenching that fantastic shaft. His cock pulses in the most exquisite way possible. Hot, thick, rich cum floods me, making my orgasm ten times sweeter. I moan his name until I can’t even speak. He grips my thighs, looking up at me with adoration.

We rise and fall together, cresting the rollercoaster and riding it all the way back down to earth. Once we finish, I relax onto him, cheek to chest, his arms encircling my waist.

“How do you feel?” he says, in a low, soft voice.

“Complete.”

I giggle and kiss him again. I still can’t explain how any of this happened, but I’m exactly where I need to be. This is where I belong.

Somewhere in the distance, the front door opens. Footsteps clatter in the hall, accompanied by voices. I hear Harper, Lorna, Jamie, and Aubry. They’re laughing about something. They get closer. Under any normal circumstance, I would panic and grab my clothes and high-tail it out of the room, but Ian makes no attempt to move or hide. His calmness is contagious and I feel no urge to move right now.

And that’s how the girls find us when they enter the room; naked, entwined, warm, and happy. His cream oozes out of me. We look at the girls with lazy smiles.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” Ian says. “How was college?”

Harper’s eyes shine with happiness. “Busy. I have a crapload of homework - but it can wait.”
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~ Ian ~

The afternoon light is fading when Harper appears in the living room doorway and takes in the scene with the particular expression of someone who is not remotely surprised and is also extremely pleased with themselves for not being surprised.

"Good afternoon, ladies," I say. "How was college?"

"Busy," Harper says. "I have a crapload of homework. But it can wait."

Lorna appears behind her, looks at the couch, looks at me, looks at Courtney, and says, "Well, good." As if we have confirmed something she’s been waiting on for some time.

Jamie comes in behind both of them, and then Aubry, who stops in the doorway with her camera bag still over her shoulder and takes the room in with the unhurried attention she brings to everything. She looks at Courtney specifically.

"How do you feel?" Aubry asks.

Courtney, who is still draped across me in a way that suggests neither of us has any intention of moving, considers the question seriously. "Like a different person," she says.

Aubry nods once, as if this is the correct answer, and drops into the armchair.

What follows is the particular kind of evening this house does best. The living room fills gradually, the way it always does, without plan or announcement. Gina appears at some point with food, because Gina always appears with food when a situation calls for it, and the food is consumed on various surfaces with the cheerful informality of a household that stopped standing on ceremony a long time ago.

Courtney gathers her clothes with more composure than I would have expected, and there is no awkwardness in the room, which is a credit to both her and the girls, who intuitively understand that the worst thing they could do for someone newly arrived in this life is to make anything feel strange or significant.

The evening winds down the way good evenings do, slowly and without anyone wanting to be the first to say so.

It’s Harper who suggests it, because Harper is usually the one who says the thing that everyone is already thinking, but is waiting for someone else to say first. She says it quietly to Courtney, who looks at me, and I look at the room, and the room looks back with the patient, warm attention of people who are leaving the decision exactly where it belongs.

"Stay," I tell her. It is one word, and it covers everything.

She stays.

The six of us move upstairs in the easy, unhurried way of people who trust each other and are in no particular rush, and what happens in the next few hours is the best possible version of what this house is at its best: warm and generous and entirely free of anything that isn't genuine. Courtney is tentative for maybe ten minutes, and then she is not tentative at all, which surprises exactly nobody. She and Jamie take to each other with the natural ease of two people who are going to be good friends, discovering it in an unusual sequence. Harper is Harper, which means she approaches the whole evening with open-hearted enthusiasm and makes everyone around her feel completely at ease simply by being so thoroughly at ease herself. Lorna and Aubry, between them, make sure that nobody feels overlooked or uncertain at any point, a skill that looks effortless but is not.

I spend most of the evening focused on Courtney because it’s her first night in this life and that matters, and because the woman who arrived in my kitchen ten days ago, looking for the catch, has become someone I very much want to see stay. She’s funny and direct and more openly affectionate than her guarded exterior suggested she would be, and at some point in the middle of the evening, she looks at me with an expression that has nothing complicated in it at all, which is its own kind of gift.

At some point, the evening simply becomes night, and then the house goes quiet, and Courtney falls asleep in the way she has been falling asleep in this house since the first time Harper offered her a bed: completely and immediately, as if her body has been waiting for permission.

I am at my desk by seven.

The house is doing its morning thing around me. Teri on the stairs. Gina in the kitchen. The sound of Harper's alarm going off twice before she silences it. The front door opens and closes as the girls begin to leave for the day, calling goodbyes down the hall in the shorthand of people who live together and don't need full sentences before eight in the morning.

By half past eight, the house is quiet.

Marcus calls at nine.

"Paperwork is ready," he says. "You can come here and sign it, or I can have my associate, Jada, deliver the hard copies. Of course, you can always print it yourself…"

"Send it over digitally," I say. "I'll review it this morning, and we can sign this week."

"The release is clean," he says. "Three pages, plain language. Courtney can read it herself without needing a translation. The property agreement is more involved, but there's nothing in it that should slow things down." A pause. "I'll need her signature on the release today or tomorrow if possible."

"She's here," I say.

A beat. "Of course she is," Marcus says, in the tone of a man who has known me long enough to find this entirely predictable.

He emails the documents while we’re still on the phone. I download them and message Courtney to come down when she is up.

She appears in the study doorway at quarter past nine, which is earlier than her previous mornings here, wearing a shirt that isn’t hers and looking considerably more rested than I’ve seen her looking since we met. She has her father's guitar with her, which she must have retrieved from wherever she left it the night before, and she’s carrying it by the neck the way people carry things that are entirely natural extensions of themselves.

"You're up," I say.

"I'm up," she says. She looks around the study properly for the first time, taking in the bookshelves and the desk and the reading lamp and Val's armchair in the corner. "This is a good room."

"It is," I say. "Sit down. Marcus sent the documents."

She sits in Val's chair, which suits her, and I walk her through both agreements the same way I have been walking her through things since the beginning: plain language, no abbreviation, nothing glossed over. The release first. She reads it herself, slowly, and I let her read without interrupting.

When she finishes, she looks up. "That's it?"

"That's it," I say.

She looks back at the document. "Three years," she says. "And it ends in three pages."

"The good news is that it ends," I say.

She is quiet for a moment. Then she picks up the pen from my desk and signs it without further ceremony, which is exactly the right thing to do with a document like that.

The property agreement takes longer, because it is longer, and because Courtney has questions about the management structure and the booking terms and what the performance contract will look like going forward, all of which are good questions that I answer as fully as I can and flag Marcus for the rest.

"Ten thousand a night," she says, when we get to that section.

"Ten thousand a night," I confirm.

She looks at the number on the page. "It's still insane," she says.

"You'll get used to it," I say.

"I won't," she says, but she is almost smiling when she says it.

When we finish with the documents, I pour two coffees from the pot I made an hour ago, and we sit in the study in the comfortable quiet of people who have done something that needed doing and are now on the other side of it.

"What happens to the bar?" she asks. "To the actual place, I mean. The feel of it."

"That's mostly your decision," I say.

She looks at me. "You keep saying that."

"I keep meaning it."

She turns the coffee mug in her hands. "I don't want it to change too much," she says. "It's a good bar. The regulars are good people. Jose is a good bartender." She pauses. "What I'd want is more stage nights. Better sound. A booking process that doesn't run through one man's ego."

"All achievable," I say.

"And I want Jose to get a raise," she says. "He covered for me more times than I can count, and Doyle never paid him what he was worth."

"Done," I say.

She nods, satisfied, and looks out the window. The morning is bright and cold, and the street outside is quiet.

"Can I ask you something?" she says.

"Go ahead."

"Last night." She turns back to look at me. "Was that normal? For this house?"

I consider the question. "Normal is probably the wrong word," I say. "It happens. Not on any kind of schedule, not by design. It's just what this household looks like sometimes, when everyone is comfortable and the evening goes the right way."

"And you're comfortable with it."

"I'm very comfortable with it," I say. "The question is whether you are."

She thinks about that for a moment with the seriousness she brings to questions she actually wants to answer correctly. "I think I am," she says. "I think I was comfortable with it faster than I expected to be." She pauses. "Aubry said something to me last night."

"What did she say?"

"She said, welcome home." Courtney looks at the guitar in her hands. "Just like that. No fanfare. Just, ‘Welcome home.’"

I wait.

"I didn't correct her," Courtney says.

I pick up my coffee. Outside, a car goes past, and the house settles into its familiar late-morning quiet around us, and Courtney sits in Val's chair with her father's guitar across her knees and the signed release on my desk between us.

"There's one more thing," I say.

She looks up.

"The attic," I say. "I've been thinking about converting it into a proper room. More space for the house generally, and somewhere that's yours specifically, if you want it. I've already spoken to a contractor."

She stares at me. "You were thinking about this before last night."

"I was thinking about it before you signed the release," I say. "It's a good use of the space regardless."

She shakes her head slowly, not in disagreement but in the way of someone who keeps encountering something they have not yet fully adjusted to. "You planned for me," she says. "Before you knew."

"I hoped," I say. "There's a difference."

She looks at me for a long moment. Then she looks down at the guitar and runs her thumb across the strings once, lightly, a sound more felt than heard in the quiet room.

"I am going to need somewhere to write," she says more to herself than to me.

"The attic will have good light," I add. "The contractor is coming on Thursday."

She nods. She looks out the window again. Then she says, without looking back at me, "I have twenty songs ready to record. Maybe more."

"I know," I say.

"I want to go to the studio this week. Before anything else changes."

"I'll call them this morning."

She looks back at me then, and whatever she was when we first walked into The Russet and looked across the bar at me with those direct dark eyes and said, "The whole town talks about you,” is still there. It hasn’t gone anywhere. But there is something else alongside it now, something that did not exist ten days ago, and I think the word for it is trust.

"Okay," she says.

She reaches for her coffee.

Outside, the front door opens. Footsteps in the hall. Lorna's voice, and then Harper's, and then the warm sound of the house coming back to life. Courtney turns her head toward the sound without thinking, the instinctive attention of someone listening for people they recognize.

I notice it. I notice it the way I notice all the small things that add up to the same large thing.

I pick up my phone and call the recording studio.

~ Courtney ~

Today is the first day of the rest of my life.

The apartment, the place I’ve called home for the last three years, is bare. My entire life, my whole world, is neatly packed into several cardboard cartons. My worldly possessions are gone from the room I once called home, tidied away and removed. My clothes fill up three garbage bags. I’m left standing in the empty space clutching the last remaining item that means anything to me - my dad’s battered box of old vinyl records. This space that once gave me sanctuary, comfort, peace, and a bed is now eerily still and void of life. As if I’d never lived here. Maybe, in some strange way, I’ll come to miss this place. The memories. The late nights. The nagging sense of loneliness.

Just as the thoughts take shape in my mind, someone in the apartment above drags a chair across the floor with the heaviest footstep known to mankind. Yeah, I’m not going to miss this place. Matter of fact, I’m happy that I’ll never need to come back here. How crazy will it be to wake up on my own terms, whenever I want? No more dawn chorus! No more crappy hot water!

I head downstairs and hand the key to the landlord. He tells me what a great tenant I’ve been, which is landlord speak for, I’ve never called the cops on you. I smile and walk out of the building for the final time.

Ian and Val are waiting by the minivan. My stuff is careful placed across the various seats. Ian takes my dad’s vinyls and places them on a spare seat with tender care. He says, “I didn’t take you for a record collector.”

“They belonged to my dad.”

He glances at the topmost record. “Rush, 2112? He had good taste.”

I smile and climb into the car, sitting next to Val. Ian fires up the engine and we leave my old life behind. We wind through the streets and away from the place I called home for three long, difficult years. The building is swallowed up by the other structures in the downtown urban sprawl. Gone. Like it never happened. I let out a long breath I didn’t know I was holding.

Beside me, Val says, “How did it go with the record producer?”

“We had a good talk.” Despite trying to play it cool and not get my hopes up too much, I feel a smile creep over my lips. “He sounds like a good guy. We’re going to sit down together in a few weeks and feel each other out. See how we work together. He wants me to send him a demo of my work in the next few days so he can hear me play.”

“How exciting!” Val’s enthusiasm is so infectious that I let out a giggle. “When are you going to record them?”

“As soon as I can figure out the best place. It would be great to play them live, with no edits, so the producer can hear them properly, but I’ll need to set up the speakers, the microphones, the recording equipment…”

Ian eases the car to a halt at a red light. He turns to us and says, in the most casual way possible, “Don’t worry about that. You’re playing a set tomorrow night at The Russet. You’ll have everything you need to make your demo.”

“Huh? Really? Why there?”

He gestures with his hand. “Great acoustics. I won’t pretend to know much about the technical side of music, but as a listener, I can tell you how great you sounded in that room. I’ve got the gear being delivered tomorrow and it’s all squared up with the manager.”

“The manager? You found someone to replace Doyle?”

Ian grins. The light turns green and he squeezes the gas pedal. “I sure did. About time Jose got promoted to a position worthy of his abilities.”

Goddamn. Not only has this man swooped in out of nowhere and turned my life around, he extended the same courtesy to my friend at the bar. It’s almost too much to bear.

“Thank you, Ian.”

“Think nothing of it. Just bring your best songs tomorrow night.”

I gaze out of the window, trying not to look as emotionally raw as I feel right now. A home. A life. An opportunity. The three things everyone craves, just handed to me out of the blue by a charming stranger with kind eyes. Except Ian isn’t a stranger any more. He’s someone with whom I already feel a deep, intimate, intense connection, and that has nothing to do with the sex. It’s that perfect spiritual link, the kind that only comes once, maybe twice, in a lifetime. I feel it with him, and I feel it with all of them, too. All the amazing women who flocked to his house over time.

Val places her hand on my thigh. She says, “It probably seems a little overwhelming, but this is just what Ian does. You’ll get used to it.”

I rest my head on her shoulder. “I don’t think I could ever get used to a man like him.”

“So the attic will take some time to be converted fully,” Ian says, looking at me over the cluster of cardboard cartons stacked on the kitchen table. “The contractor is aiming to start work in the next week or two, once he’s finished the current project. Until then, are you comfortable sharing a room?”

I glance over to Harper, who is looking at me with those big puppy dog eyes and nodding, as if to say, Pick me, pick me! It takes an effort not to smile at her enthusiasm.

“That should be fine, so long as it’s okay with Harper.”

“Yes!” She almost bounces on the spot. “You can share with me. Guys, she’s sharing with me!”

Harper looks around the kitchen at the other girls, as if worried that someone else might challenge her for the right to have me in their space. None of them do. If anything, they look happy for Harper and amused by her excitement. Ian glances at me, searching for an objection that doesn’t come.

“Well, it looks like that’s settled. Just so we’re all up to speed, Courtney’s first full set at The Russet is tomorrow night. I’d love it if-”

“As if any of us would miss it,” Rene says, with a chuckle. “Just keep the champagne on ice so we can toast her properly after.”

The other girls nod in agreement. Lorna is on my left and Gina is to my right. They both put a hand on my back at the same time, both silently saying that they’re here to support me no matter what.

I meet Rene’s eyes and say, “Maybe don’t pop the bottle until I get offstage, though. What if I bomb?”

“As if.” She raises an eyebrow. “People with your talent are incapable.”

The girls make a general murmur of agreement. With that, the impromptu town hall session comes to an end. Everyone takes a box or a bag and we head upstairs in a line, all massing in Harper’s room.

“I already made space in the closet,” she says. “The right half is all yours, but it’s okay if you wear my stuff too, we kind of have similar sizes, right? Oh, and these drawers are yours too…”

She continues talking as we stack my boxes neatly along one wall. Val nudges me and says, “Harper’s been so excited about having a roommate. Honestly, it’s so sweet”.

I can barely focus on Harper’s whirlwind explanation of our room. All I can see is my guitar. It’s been mounted on the wall, in pride of place, where I can easily grab it whenever the mood takes me. The sight of it hanging there makes my heart ache in gratitude. In a few moments, all my possessions are gathered in the room. All except one.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Ian says, “I took the liberty of putting your father’s records in the study. There’s a vinyl player you can use whenever you want.”

Tears well in my eyes. Emotion clogs my throat so tight that I can’t even speak. The girls embrace me in a big group hug. Ian stands off to the side, watching us with genuine love in his eyes. It makes sense to me now. This is why he does what he does. He finds people who need a little boost and gives it to them.

“Okay, you guys.” He says, with infinite tenderness. “Let’s give Courtney her space.”

One by one, the girls peel away from our hug. They follow Ian out into the hall and down the stairs. All except Harper. She closes the door.

“Is it… okay?” She looks at me as if terrified that I might say no. How could anyone say no to this? To everything I’ve been gifted?

“It’s perfect, Harper. Thank you.”

She blushes in pride and bounces closer to me. “You know, now that you’re here and living with us properly, it’s kind of a tradition to give you a real welcome.”

The smile on her lips tells me everything I need to about the welcome, but I play along with it.

“What do you mean?”

Harper giggles and pulls me over to the bed. Into her arms. Into her kiss.

It’s the best kind of welcome a girl could ever ask for.

The Russet is packed tonight. Way more than it usually is. Rene has been running the bar’s social channels for the last couple of days and spreading the word about a hot up-and-coming musician - me. All the tables are filled and there is even a cluster of people by the bar and leaning against the back wall. I peer through the side door and check my guitar again, as if it might have come untuned in the twenty seconds since I last looked.

“Hey, relax, you’re gonna be fine.”

Jose emerges from the cellar with a bottle of champagne in his hands and a smile on his face. He’s wearing a new shirt tonight, with buttons up the front instead of a plain black polo, with a badge proudly declaring him as the manager. He slings an arm around my shoulders.

“You’ve got this, Court.”

“Thanks Jose. Who ordered the bubbles?”

“Lady at your table. Blonde. A little scary.”

I laugh. “Make sure she doesn’t open it straight away, will you?”

He winks and heads out into the packed bar. The sound technician is waiting on the stage with his equipment. He sees the door open and gives me a nod. I take a deep breath.

Showtime.

I step out. The lights dim. A cone of white light illuminates a circle on stage with a microphone in the center. A hush settles over the bar. I walk onto the stage and applause breaks out. I smile and scan the room. Most of the space is obscured thanks to the lighting, but I can see one table, close by, where everyone is delighted. Lorna, Teri, Jamie, Harper, Rene, Val, Gina, and Aubry all applaud with wide smiles. But the one with the biggest, proudest smile of them all is Ian himself. He gives a thumbs up. I nod.

“Good evening everybody. My name is Courtney Price. I see some familiar faces out there tonight. Thank you so much for coming to hear me. Until now, I’ve only played a couple of songs at a time, but tonight’s going to be different. I’m going to play a whole set.”

Whoops. Cheers. Whistles and hollers. I smile at the reaction.

“So we’re gonna start off with something special. This is a brand new song. I wrote it today and this is the first time I’m playing it for anyone. All my life, I’ve been searching for that song, that special piece of music. My love song. Well, I’ve finally found it. So here it is. I call this one, Full Heart. Thank you.”

My fingers glide over the strings. The sound filters through the speakers and across the room. The audience listens, rapt, focused, all eyes on me. I sing. I strum. I play my love song. The one I’ve waited my whole life to write. The one I’ve finally found.

Click here to pre-order

Love Without Limits (Part 10)

[image: ]

Click here to leave a review of Love Without Limits (Part 9)

[image: ]

Please leave a review, or even just a rating! We so appreciate it!

Popular releases also available from Andrea Martin[image: ]

Click here to go to Andrea Martin’s Author Page

Popular releases also available from Lena White

[image: ]

Click here to go to Lena White’s Author Page

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc1AH.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1AD.jpg
Andrea Marti
Lena White

Part 10

A Slice of Life Harem Fantasy





cover.jpeg
ANDREA MARTIN
LENA WHITE&®

Q>
A SLICE OF LIFE HAREM FANTASY






OEBPS/image_rsrc1AG.jpg
LENA WHITE
.'LE‘NA : === 9“\

F N\k’ i PENTF PENT?ILOUSE 10USE

LENA WHITE





OEBPS/image_rsrc1AC.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1AA.jpg
Life Harem Fani

Harper Shaw Rene Haber Valerie Pierce
The Student The Con Artist ‘The Neighbor





OEBPS/image_rsrc1AF.jpg
Andrea Magtin
With ®aige g8 Pner 1g)

e the Ll
% Matriarchs
Grasp!

(223






OEBPS/image_rsrc1AB.jpg
Andrea Martin
Lena M hit|

wntasy | A Siice o Life Harem Vantasy | A Stice of Life Harem Fantasy

Aubry Michaels Courtney Price
The Photographer The Singer






OEBPS/image_rsrc1AE.jpg
Andrea Marln

A SlicOlEe Harem Fantasy





OEBPS/image_rsrc1A9.jpg
[Ani Martin Andrea Martin Andrea
LCnoWydiite . Lena White Lena

H;zs'uf\
Limits

A Stice ot HARBRIARI o<y A Sice of Life Harem Fantasy A Slice of Life H

Lorna Richards Teri Franklin Jamie Marin
The Roommate The Housekeeper The Reporter






