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Synopsis



Book 1 of The Director's Harem

Ajax Covington is a brilliant but broke stage director moonlighting as a warehouse security guard. Then, one call changes everything. Sylvia Laurentis, a fading Hollywood icon, needs Ajax to direct her comeback play. She offers him a life-changing paycheck, a room in her Seattle estate, and a strict deadline: one month to opening night.

But the real challenge isn't the script. It's the four gorgeous women looking to Ajax for direction.

Sylvia, desperate to strip away her vanity and embrace his artistic vision. Clover, the innocent-looking sitcom star with a craving for decadent pleasures. Marie, the fiery playwright who hates how much she wants Ajax. And Jiyoo, a sheltered K-pop idol ready for her first lessons on-stage and off.

The scene is set, the lights are rising, and Ajax has thirty days to pull off a miracle without losing control of his cast... or his heart.


Chapter 1



Forty-two minutes late.

I sat at my kitchen table, staring down at my computer. The laptop screen glared back at me, frozen on a generic video call waiting room.

9:42 AM. No messages.

I drummed my fingers on the scarred surface of the table and checked my phone again. Still no messages, not even a courtesy Sorry, we're running late text.

The crosstown bus came at 10:19 AM. Miss that and I'd be sprinting six blocks to make the 10:27 bus, which would get me to the dojang with exactly zero minutes to spare before my Saturday kids class started.

Gotta earn that $80 or I'll be eating ramen again for the next week.

I always looked forward to Saturdays. It didn't pay much, but I loved teaching these weekend Taekwondo classes. Fifteen four-to-ten-year-olds in their cute white doboks, throwing punches and kicks at the air with the ferocity of angry puppies.

Half of them couldn't tie their own belts. Most forgot which foot was which. But when they landed a kick on the pads and let out their little warrior screams, their faces lit up like they'd conquered the world. It was a joy to see.

Plus there's Ms. Rachel.

Rachel was a single mom with auburn hair and toned legs wrapped inside those yoga pants she always wore. Her daughter was in my beginner class.

Rachel and I had been circling each other for weeks now. Little conversations stretching longer than they needed to. Her hand touching my arm when she laughed. The way she bit her lip when I looked at her.

Last Saturday she'd casually mentioned she hadn't been with a man since her divorce.

Today felt like the perfect day to make that right for her.

I looked down at my laptop again, teeth clenching.

9:44 AM? These fucking people...

It had been a shock when I got an email from Sylvia Laurentis asking for this meeting. Of course, the email hadn't come from her but was probably written by one of her people. Hollywood movie stars like Sylvia Laurentis didn't just email guys like me.

True, I'd recently directed a critically acclaimed play in the Los Angeles area. But being a regional stage director meant nothing in this industry town.

Besides, it's not like live theatre was exactly thriving these days. Dedicating my life to this art form sometimes felt like I'd married a beautiful corpse.

I glanced at the clock again and swore. Some personal assistant was probably painting her nails while my contact request sat in queue. Or an agent was deliberately making me wait to establish dominance, typical Hollywood bullshit.

This was why I hated the business side of theatre. The art was pure joy. The business people around it were exhausting.

Especially those from Hollywood. The movie industry people were a whole different breed from us lowly theatre folks.

The laptop abruptly chimed, dragging me from my thoughts.

"Finally," I muttered.

I forced my jaw to unclench. I plastered on my professional smile, the one that said I'm grateful for this opportunity instead of I've been staring at a loading screen for almost a goddamn hour.

The video connected. A woman appeared on-screen.

She wasn't an assistant. Wasn't an agent either.

Holy shit.

Sylvia Laurentis peered into her camera, her trademark red hair pulled back in a messy bun, reading glasses perched on her nose. No glamour makeup, but it didn't matter. Those bright green eyes, those cheekbones and full lips were instantly recognizable.

And the tank top she wore? It was tight and low-cut, revealing the deep cleavage that had won her so much fame.

"Anybody there?" she asked. "Can you see me?"

Her voice was deeper than I expected, different from the high, breathy sex kitten voice she used in all her movie roles.

"Uh, hi!" I spluttered. "I can see you."

"You sure?"

"Yes, absolutely. I can see you very clearly."

"Very clearly, is it?" she said, her voice dripping with irony. "Well, you'd be the first man to do so, sweetie. But I'll take your word for it. Right now, you're just a disembodied voice to me. And it's goddamn irritating."

"Maybe your video settings need to be adjusted?" I offered.

"That's what I'm trying to do!" she snapped. "I downloaded this software yesterday and it's killing me. Why don't you have an Apple laptop like every other guy in LA? I live thirty minutes from the Microsoft campus and wouldn't touch a PC with someone else's hands. Shit, this is irritating! Next time, don't be stupid and just get a MacBook, okay? Hate wasting my time with this Windows crap."

I blinked in surprise as Sylvia jabbed her keyboard. This was not going the way I expected.

Sylvia Laurentis was 34, but she'd been acting since she was a teen. I didn't pay much attention to celebrity gossip, but even I knew about her reputation for being difficult to deal with. The stories about her behavior on set were regular tabloid fodder.

Suddenly, I was starting to question what I'd gotten myself into.

"There you are!" she said triumphantly. "Stupid thing is finally working."

Sylvia scrutinized me through the screen. I put on my professional smile again.

"Good morning, Ms. Laurentis," I said. "I've been waiting for your call."

"Waiting? Am I late?"

"Just a bit," I said gently.

"Ah, well. I was delayed." No apology and her tone was dismissive. "So you're Ajax Covington?"

"I am. But you can call me AJ. Everyone else does."

"And why would I want to be like everyone else? I'll call you Ajax. And you may call me Sylvia."

"Thanks... Sylvia."

She leaned back from her computer and stretched her shoulders. I watched, suddenly aware that she wasn't wearing a bra under her tank top. The fabric stretched over her nipples, her dark areolas visible through the thin material.

Those infamous tits.

They were the first thing anyone thought of when they heard the name Sylvia Laurentis. She won "Best Boobs in Hollywood" on a national sports podcast show five years ago. Two-hundred-thousand votes online. No other actress came close.

I pushed aside that random factoid and forced myself to look at Sylvia's eyes. I didn't know if she could even tell where I was looking, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

"So what's your real name?" she demanded.

"My real name?" I asked, confused.

"Ajax Covington? That's your industry name, right?"

"Uh, no. That's my real name. Ajax. My father chose it. My name is about the only thing he left me."

"Really? Your father named you Ajax? Did he love scrubbing sinks or something?"

It took me a moment to realize what she was asking. I forced down the incredulous laughter that was bubbling up inside me.

"Ajax was a Greek mythological figure," I explained. "That's where my father got the name."

"Huh. Well, my dad named me after one of his aunts. His favorite aunt, though she died when I was a kid, so I barely remember her. Sylvia's an okay name, but it would have been nice to be called Persephone or maybe even Cressida. Those are interesting Greek names, don't you agree?"

"Uh, yeah. I agree."

Wait, she knows about Persephone and Cressida? Does that mean she was messing with me about the whole sink scrubbing thing?

Before I could pursue that thought, Sylvia picked up some papers and began to read off them.

"Ajax Covington. 26 years old. Graduated from Gorst University in 2024 with an MFA in Theatre Arts, Directing concentration. Directed AZAZ-26 at the Olympia Fringe Festival. Awarded the prestigious Evergreen Drama Award. Moved to Los Angeles and won acclaim for directing Blue Apple Wednesday."

"That's me," I nodded, recognizing my online bio.

"What are you working on now?"

"Stephenson Warehouse," I replied with a grin.

"Never heard of it. Who wrote that?"

"No one. It's not a play. It's the warehouse where I work as a security guard. I also teach Taekwondo on the weekends to little kids. Directing theatre doesn't pay my bills."

"Security guard," Sylvia muttered. "Good lord..."

She looked up from the papers and studied me again.

"Taekwondo?" she asked. "So you know how to fight?"

"I know how to do Taekwondo," I replied. "It's not the greatest for self-defense, but it looks good on stage. I've done stage combat for a couple of productions. Melee, weapons, firearms. I'm a certified stage armorer."

"Man of many talents."

"I try."

"Good to know, though irrelevant for this conversation. And by the way? Your headshot is terrible," Sylvia said, waving the papers. "You look like a meth addict. Get a new one. You're much more handsome in real life."

My pulse quickened. It wasn't every day that I got called handsome by one of the sexiest starlets in Hollywood. I hoped I wasn't blushing.

"Thank you, Sylvia. I appreciate that... though I'm not sure a video call is real life?"

I grinned. She grimaced.

"Don't be a smart ass," she said, dismissing my attempt at humor. "I'm here to change your life. Don't blow it with stupid shit. Okay?"

"Uh, yeah. Okay."

I kept my pleasant smile plastered on my face. Sylvia scowled back at me.

I stared at the beautiful woman on my computer screen, wondering what the hell she wanted from me.


Chapter 2



"You received the PDF for 52 Acres?" Sylvia asked. "Have you read it?"

I held up the script I'd printed out.

"I've read it," I confirmed. "Several times."

"What do you think?"

I flipped open the script, glancing at the copious notes I'd made as I gathered my thoughts.

"It's a well-written piece," I said carefully. "Good structure, good pacing, very polished. The playwright knew what she was doing. I can see why it won the Seattle Critics Award for Best Debut Script."

"But?" she asked. "I'm sensing there's a 'but' coming."

"But... it's a very traditional piece that suffers from overwriting. The emotional stakes get muted by the excess theatricality."

"So overwriting is its biggest flaw?"

"No. Not by a long shot."

"Then what?"

I took a deep breath, considering my response. I wanted to be diplomatic, but also had to be honest in my assessment.

"The fundamental problem is structural," I said. "52 Acres is a play about the working class written for the amusement of an upper-class audience of a big, regional theatre. It aspires to bourgeois respectability at the cost of authentic storytelling. Aiming for the donor class audience... and it shows."

Sylvia said nothing. The moment stretched out. I waited for her response, still marveling at how green her eyes were.

"What did you think of the main character?" she asked quietly.

"Janet is the best thing about the play," I said. "Strong character, powerful motivation, emotional complexity that gets revealed as the play goes on. A terrific character, beautifully written."

"I agree. Janet is a wonderful role. And I agree with a lot of what you said about the script. It needs work."

"It does. Lots."

"I'm producing the play up here in Seattle," she announced. "I'll be playing Janet."

"I see. Do you need some coaching for this role?" I asked. "Is that what this meeting is about?"

Sylvia sighed and took off her reading glasses. Despite that familiar, beautiful face, she looked tired and stressed.

"I do need coaching, yes. Playing Janet will be beyond anything I've ever attempted before. As you're aware, I'm not exactly known for this kind of serious drama."

"I thought you did well in that one gangster movie," I offered.

"You mean the one where I got naked in the sauna?" She laughed bitterly. "Just like I got naked in the film before that and the film after that and in every goddamn film I've ever done?"

The sadness and anger in her voice caught me off guard. I waited, letting Sylvia gather herself.

"Look, I know what I am," she said. "My father is one of the biggest producers in Hollywood. I grew up in this industry. So I know very well that I'm the actress who gets chosen to play the hot bimbo who gets naked and shows off her huge tits."

As if to illustrate her point, Sylvia cupped her breasts in her hands, squeezing them together.

My mouth went dry as I watched her.

What the fuck is happening?

"I can't complain," Sylvia continued. "These tits have made me a lot of money. Men never seem to get tired of looking at them. Just like you've been sneaking peeks this whole time. Am I right?"

I opened my mouth to deny this, but the words didn't come. I had been peeking, after all. Any man would.

Sylvia saw the expression on my face and laughed. It was the first genuine moment of humor from her since we'd started this strange video call.

"Ree-lax, Aaa-jax," she said in a sing-song voice, enjoying the mocking rhyme. "I'm used to it. Men are all the same. You're probably hoping I lift this shirt and show them to you, right? You can be honest, sweetie. I might do it if you're honest."

Despite the weirdness of the moment, my director's instincts suddenly kicked in.

Who was Sylvia Laurentis? What was her character? And most importantly, what was her motivation?

Rubbing her breasts was a deliberate choice. But she wasn't just toying with me. That was too shallow a reading of her character.

She was testing me, using her sexuality to see what kind of man I was.

"I know that's what you want," she insisted, a wry smile on her face as she jiggled her breasts. "Am I right?"

Don't play her game. Don't be who she expects you to be. Surprise is the essence of drama, after all.

"Actually, I'm thinking of a Taekwondo class I need to get to soon," I said with a shrug. "Besides, as you've already noted... I've seen your tits before. Repeatedly. In all your movies."

Now it was her turn to look speechless. For a moment, I worried I'd gone too far. I was relieved when her shocked expression dissolved into a grudging look of respect.

"Touché," she said. "I appreciate your honesty."

"Thank you. I always try to be honest."

"I also appreciate the way you envision and stage your plays. I was in Los Angeles to see my agent when I caught a performance of Blue Apple Wednesday. Experimental theatre is not my thing, but that was one of the most innovative productions I've ever seen. I noted your name for future reference."

"Glad to hear it. That production was an amazing experience."

"I'm always on the lookout for new talent. Plus, you're from the Seattle area and know the Seattle theatre scene. And now, here we are."

"Indeed. And what can I do for you, Sylvia?"

She brushed some stray hair from her forehead and licked her lips. To my surprise, she seemed anxious about what she was going to say.

"I want you to direct the debut of 52 Acres," she said. "I'll fly you up to Seattle and you can stay in my guest cottage. We'll work together to get this thing done."

"Seriously?"

"Seriously."

I took a deep breath, my pulse pounding. This was the kind of offer I'd been hoping for ever since I graduated from Gorst University.

Working as a warehouse security guard and teaching Taekwondo to little kids was how I paid the bills. Directing was my true calling.

This could change everything. But Sylvia Laurentis has a reputation. This thing could crash and burn just as easily.

"The script needs to be reworked," I warned. "I need the freedom to do that."

"You'll have it. I promise."

"And you'll have to agree to take my direction. Collaboration between actor and director, but I get the final say."

"Agreed. I can be a good girl when I want, despite what you may have heard."

And I've heard a lot, I thought to myself.

"What will you pay me?" I asked.

"Ten percent of the gross ticket sales."

I laughed aloud, shaking my head. This was another test.

"Ticket sales to live theatre?" I said. "Not much income there."

"My name will attract an audience."

"Will you be going topless on stage?"

"Of course not!" she snarled.

"Then your name won't be enough to cover my expenses. It's still live theatre."

Sylvia said nothing, just scrutinized me through the computer screen.

"Well... you're smarter than I thought," she finally said with another nod of grudging respect. "Ticket sales mean nothing. How about a flat fee of, say... thirty thousand dollars? That seem reasonable?"

"It seems reasonable," I replied, keeping the excitement off my face.

"So you'll do it?"

"I'll do it," I said. "Of course I will. When did you plan on starting? In two months, I'll be able to--"

"Can you be here tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow?" I repeated, stunned.

"The faster, the better. We have four weeks until opening night. That's set in stone and can't be changed. Four weeks until showtime. You still game?"

I didn't know what to say. Four weeks to produce a play like this? It seemed impossible. The script was too sprawling, too unmanageable.

But a chance to direct Sylvia Laurentis in a new play was a chance I couldn't pass up.

"I'm game," I said.

"Good! Pack your bags and book the next flight."

"Understood."

"We're going to do great things, Ajax Covington."

Before I could reply, Sylvia ended the video call. I stared at the blank call screen, still trying to process what just happened.

A glance at the clock shocked me out of my stupor. No matter what Sylvia Laurentis wanted from me, I still had a class of little kids waiting for me.

"We're going to do great things, Ajax Covington."

I laughed aloud as her words echoed through my head. I'd have to quit my job at the warehouse ASAP. Leaving without 2 weeks' notice was going to be messy.

I'll deal with all that later. Right now, I have a class to teach.

Grabbing my duffel bag, my head still spinning from the video call, I sprinted out the door and into the California sunshine.


Chapter 3



Seattle in the summer is the most beautiful place on Earth. The light is different, the sky bluer somehow in the northern latitudes.

The city itself sits on the edge of Puget Sound, the waters of Elliott Bay reflecting the skyline as Mt. Rainier looms in the distance.

I'd moved to Los Angeles to pursue my directing career, but I missed the beauty of the Emerald City every day.

Sylvia's house was in Bucklin Point, one of the most exclusive areas just outside of Seattle. Nestled on the shore of Lake Washington, Bucklin Point was surrounded by several ultra-wealthy neighborhoods inhabited by tech CEOs, hedge fund managers, and venture capitalists.

But Bucklin Point was not part of the tech economy. Bucklin Point was old money, a neighborhood built by lumber and gold barons from the late 1800s. The houses here were stately and classical, not the steel and glass monstrosities that the tech bros seemed to favor.

I stood outside the gate to Sylvia's house, taking in the neighborhood. Despite living all my life in Seattle, I'd never visited this area before. Growing up poor, there had been no reason for me to venture into Bucklin Point.

Even now, I was still an outsider in this place. That was clear. A private security SUV was parked across the street, the driver no doubt keeping tabs on me.

Let him watch. I have business here.

The gate to Sylvia's house was wrought iron, fitted into a high privacy fence that surrounded the property. A carved wooden door barred access.

An old-fashioned intercom faced the street, a small camera discreetly fixed above it.

I pressed the button on the intercom and waited.

"Who is it?"

The voice was female and had an accent I couldn't place through the intercom's scratchy speaker.

"Hello!" I said cheerfully, waving at the camera. "I'm AJ Covington. Ms. Laurentis is expecting me."

"Ah, yes. One moment, please."

I waited at the gate, conscious of both the intercom camera watching me and the security SUV still parked just down the street.

The gate clicked open and a petite woman appeared in the archway. She wore a cream linen blouse and navy slacks. Her gray hair was cut in a chic bob that framed her face. Reading glasses hung from a chain around her neck.

She looked to be in her early fifties. Trim and energetic, her warm smile was very welcoming.

"Mr. Covington, hello! I am Edwina. Please, come in."

I rolled my suitcase through the gate, my laptop backpack slung over one shoulder. The suitcase wheels bumped over the threshold as Edwina closed and locked the gate behind me.

The garden was spectacular. I felt as if I'd stepped into a postcard. Roses in full bloom lined the brick walkway, their fragrance hanging sweet in the warm air. Japanese maples provided shade over carefully maintained beds of hostas and ferns. Everything looked meticulously tended, not a weed in sight.

The house itself sat back from the street, a large two-story brick manor with white trim and black shutters. Wisteria climbed one wall. Windows reflected the afternoon sun.

"This is beautiful," I said as Edwina led me down the path.

"Isn't it? The layout is original to the house, from 1908. We maintain it exactly as it was designed. The house is also original.

"I can tell. I don't see many brick houses in Seattle." I glanced at the solid walls. "Most people worry about earthquakes."

"The previous owner spent a small fortune retrofitting the structure. Steel beams, foundation work, everything modern engineering could do." Edwina shrugged philosophically. "Of course, if the big one comes, it will probably still end up a pile of rubble."

"Fatalism has its charms," I joked.

"Foolish optimism is an American quirk."

"I suppose it is," I chuckled. "Your accent is lovely, by the way."

"Is it?" she replied, looking me over. "What a flatterer you are. And handsome. Are you trying to seduce me?"

"Do you want to be seduced?"

"Better men than you have tried!"

We both laughed, enjoying the banter.

"I'm originally from Italy, near Florence," Edwina said. "But I have worked for Sylvia's family for many years. I was her nanny, actually. I raised her."

"I bet you have some interesting stories about her."

"Too many to share."

We reached the front door and Edwina opened it, revealing a grand foyer with gleaming hardwood floors and a crystal chandelier. A curved staircase swept upward on the right. The walls were painted a soft cream, decorated with tasteful artwork.

"You can leave your luggage here," Edwina said. "We will take it to the guest house after you meet with Miss Sylvia."

I set my backpack beside my suitcase and followed Edwina deeper into the house. She knocked on a door at the back, waited a beat, then entered. I stepped in after her.

The room was a private spa, complete with soft lighting and the scent of eucalyptus in the air.

Sylvia Laurentis lay face down on a massage table in the center of the space, completely naked except for a small white towel draped across her butt. The towel was barely larger than a washcloth, covering very little.

A gorgeous blonde masseuse worked oil into Sylvia's shoulders, her hands moving in long, practiced strokes down Sylvia's bare back.

Sylvia turned her head to face me, her red hair spilling over the edge of the table.

"Ajax! You made it."

"I did."

"How was your flight?"

"Got me here in one piece."

"Lovely. I'm happy to cover the ticket, of course. First class treat you well?"

Her green eyes held amusement. It was obvious I wasn't a regular passenger in first class.

"I flew coach, actually. I didn't want to spend your money on frivolous things."

"Oh." She laughed, a musical sound that somehow managed to be condescending. "Of course. I forgot you theatre people like to rough it. How charmingly bohemian."

The masseuse's hands slid lower, fingers working the muscles along Sylvia's lower back. The towel shifted, revealing the upper curve of her ass.

"We have our virtues," I said, trying not to stare.

"I'm sure you do, sweetie." She sighed as the masseuse hit a particularly good spot. "God, that's perfect. Right there."

The masseuse glanced over at me and winked.

"This is Pauline," Sylvia said, gesturing lazily toward the blonde masseuse. "She's from Sweden originally, but she studied in Thailand for three years. Learned techniques there you won't find anywhere else in the States."

Pauline smiled at me, her hands never stopping their work on Sylvia's body.

"Pauline isn't just excellent at traditional massage," Sylvia continued, her voice taking on a dreamy quality. "She's trained in deep tissue, Thai, hot stone... but her real specialty is something most people have never even heard of."

I waited, not knowing where this was headed.

"Anal massage." Sylvia's green eyes locked onto mine, watching for my reaction. "Internal and external. It sounds strange, I know, but it's absolutely transformative. She works these pressure points around and inside the anus that release tension you didn't even know you were carrying. The first time I tried it, I thought it would be uncomfortable, but God, Ajax, it's the most relaxing thing I've ever experienced. Better than any drug, almost better than sex. You feel it radiating up your spine, loosening everything."

Paula's hands had moved to Sylvia's thighs now, adjusting that tiny towel.

"All that stress you carry in your lower back, your hips, even your jaw... it all connects. Paula knows exactly how to release it." Sylvia sighed contentedly. "You should try it while you're here, sweetie. You're welcome to book a session. I have her on retainer."

"I appreciate the offer," I said. "But I came to direct a play, not get pampered. No offense, Pauline."

Sylvia's lips curved into a lazy smile.

"Of course you're here to work. How dedicated." She paused, letting the silence stretch. "Or is it something else? Are you worried it might be too gay for you, Ajax? A woman's hands on your ass? Her fingers going inside you?"

I stood there watching this performance. Because that's what it was. A performance.

I'd seen this play before. Different actors, but the same script. A Hollywood producer who held meetings while on his office toilet came to mind.

Power games disguised as eccentricity. Make the supplicant uncomfortable, establish dominance, set the terms.

Amateur stuff, really. More irritating than intimidating.

I smiled and said nothing, just waited for Sylvia to carry on.

"After Pauline finishes with me, we'll drive over to the theatre," Sylvia said. "You'll want to see the space. It's limited, but it has potential."

"Sounds good."

"It's in the Industrial district, by the waterfront. Do you know the area?"

"I grew up in Seattle."

"Right, right. I forgot you're a local."

The masseuse moved to Sylvia's lower legs now, her strong hands kneading her calves.

"I left LA years ago to live here," Sylvia sighed. "The cool greenery is much more soothing than the drab ugliness of SoCal, don't you think? This must be nice for you, working at home."

"It is."

"Good! Edwina will get you settled in the guest house."

"Understood."

"We'll leave in an hour or so. You may go now."

Sylvia closed her eyes, dismissing me without another word.


Chapter 4



Edwina touched my elbow gently. I followed her back out to the foyer.

"This way," she said, barely containing an amused smile.

"Hell of an introduction," I muttered.

"Miss Sylvia always makes a striking first impression."

"That's one way to put it."

I grabbed my suitcase and backpack from the foyer and followed Edwina through the house. We passed through a sunlit breakfast nook, then out a set of French doors into the backyard.

"I have to confess," Edwina said as we walked down a stone path. "I was surprised to learn you were coming here to direct a play."

"Why's that?"

She gave me a maternal smile, the kind that said she'd seen too much to be shocked by anything.

"I assumed you were another of Sylvia's... companions. She has not had many visitors for business lately."

"Just for pleasure?"

"Not as many as before, actually. No man has visited in quite some time." Edwina's voice softened with genuine concern. "The movie failures have been hard on Miss Sylvia. The lack of new roles. She has been quite distressed. It affects her social life, you understand."

I nodded, keeping my expression neutral.

"But you are exactly her type," Edwina continued, glancing back at me with an appraising look. "Tall, handsome, fit. I imagine you are quite well endowed, too? Sylvia prefers big men... in all respects."

"Good thing I'm here to work then," I chuckled. "That makes my endowment irrelevant, yes?"

"Of course, of course."

Edwina waved her hand dismissively, but the amusement in her eyes remained.

The backyard opened up before us, and I stopped short. An in-ground swimming pool stretched alongside the manicured lawn, its water a perfect turquoise. Lounge chairs lined one side, and a covered cabana sat at the far end. Rose bushes bordered the entire area, their blooms adding splashes of color against the green.

In-ground pools were rare in the Seattle area because of the weather. I wasn't used to seeing something like this.

"Beautiful," I said.

"We only get to use it a few months out of the year, of course." Edwina gestured at the pool with a note of regret. "But please, enjoy it while you are here. Such a waste to let it sit empty when we have a guest."

Past the pool stood the guest house, a sprawling one-story brick structure that matched the main house's architecture. White-trimmed windows reflected the afternoon sun, and wisteria climbed partway up one wall. A covered porch ran along the front, complete with wicker furniture and hanging baskets of flowers.

Edwina unlocked the door and led me inside.

The interior was more spacious than I'd expected. Hardwood floors gleamed under recessed lighting. The living room featured a leather sofa facing a flat-screen television mounted above a fireplace.

Built-in bookshelves lined one wall, filled with novels and art books. A simple computer desk sat beneath a window overlooking the pool.

"The kitchen is through here."

Edwina walked me through an archway into a compact but fully equipped space. Granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, a coffee maker that looked more complicated than necessary.

"The fridge is fully stocked, but if you need anything specific, just let me know," Edwina said. "I order groceries twice a week."

She showed me the bathroom next. It featured marble tiles and a walk-in shower with multiple showerheads. Plush towels were draped on heated racks.

The bedroom continued the theme of understated luxury. A king-sized bed dominated the space, covered in crisp white linen. More windows looked out over the garden.

"I hope you will be comfortable here," Edwina said. "My phone number and the wifi password are in the notebook on the desk in the living room. Call me if you need anything at all."

"Thank you for showing me around."

"I will leave you to settle in." She turned toward the door, then paused. "Oh, and that locked door in the living room connects to the other half of the guest house. We have another guest staying there."

"Another guest?"

Before Edwina could answer, her phone buzzed. She pulled it from her pocket and glanced at the screen.

"Forgive me, I must tend to Sylvia."

"Of course. Thanks again."

Edwina rushed out, the door clicking shut behind her.

I stood alone in the guest house, trying to get my bearings. I was still groggy from a late night and the early morning flight. I needed to ground myself, find some kind of center in this strange new world I'd entered.

Unpacking had always steadied my thoughts in a new place, giving me something concrete to focus on when everything else felt chaotic.

I went and grabbed my suitcase and backpack, hauling them into the bedroom. The writing desk caught my eye immediately. It was a beautiful antique piece with carved legs and brass hardware.

The desk would serve perfectly for my laptop. I ran my hand over the polished wood, noting the craftsmanship. Probably worth more than everything I owned combined. Another reminder of Sylvia's world and the gulf between us.

I crossed to the windows and pulled open the curtains, flooding the room with afternoon light.

The view was gorgeous. Rows of roses planted against the privacy fence created a riot of color from deep reds to soft pinks and pristine whites. The blooms were perfect, not a brown edge or wilted petal in sight.

I suddenly heard a door opening somewhere in the guest house.

Footsteps echoed on the hardwood. I figured it was Edwina coming to tell me something.

But the footsteps didn't come toward the bedroom. They went into the bathroom instead.

Curious, I headed down the hallway. Maybe Edwina was checking the towels or restocking toiletries?

"I'm just unpacking in the bedroom," I called out as I approached the bathroom door. "Did you need something?"

A petite blonde woman suddenly stepped into the doorway.

She was completely naked.

My eyes widened in shock. She stood about four-eleven, with blue eyes and blonde hair falling past her shoulders. Her small breasts were pert and firm, crowned with pink nipples. Trimmed blonde hair marked the junction of her thighs. She had the kind of lithe body you saw in magazines, slim and toned and perfect.

I jerked my eyes away, heat flooding my face.

"Damn, I'm sorry. I thought you were Edwina."

The blonde laughed, a sound that ended in an odd snorting noise.

"No way, definitely not her."

I kept my gaze fixed on the hallway wall, very aware of my peripheral vision.

"Didn't mean to scare you. I'm living in the other half of the guest house," she continued, making no move to cover herself. "The water pressure in my bathroom is total shit, so I've gotten used to using this one. Hope that's cool."

"Uh, yeah. For sure."

She grabbed a towel from the rack and held it loosely in front of her body. It covered her front but left the sides exposed.

"I'm Clover."

"Ajax," I managed, turning back to face her now that she was somewhat covered. "Call me AJ. Everyone does... except Sylvia."

"Nice to meet you, A to the J." She leaned against the doorframe, the towel slipping slightly. "I'm a friend of Sylvia's. She's letting me stay here while I do some work in Seattle."

"Ah, nice. That's generous of her."

"You probably recognize me, right?"

Clover tilted her head, studying my face. I frowned, trying to place her.

"No, sorry. Should I?"

"Oh, Chad. Already!?"

She said it with exaggerated enthusiasm, her eyes wide.

I stared at her blankly.

"That's my catchphrase? From the show?"

"I don't know it," I admitted.

Clover shrugged, adjusting the towel.

"It's become a meme, too. People use it to make fun of dudes who blow their load too early, you know? Premature ejaculation."

"Can't say I've seen that one either."

"And here I thought I was fucking famous or some shit."

She snorted again when she laughed, the sound so unexpected it made me smile.

"So are you Sylvia's new boy toy?"

"Damn," I sighed. "You're the second person to assume that."

"What else would you be? You're exactly her type, A to the J."

"I'm a stage director. I'm here to work with Sylvia on a play."

"Uh-huh. Directing a play." Clover grinned. "Whatever, dude. It's just you look like the kind of guy Sylvia goes for. Tall, handsome, built. Probably packing a fat cock in those jeans? Yeah, I give it a couple days before you two are fucking. Maybe I could watch? Sylvia loves an audience."

Goddamn, what is with the women here?

"I'm here to work on the play," I said. "Nothing more."

"Sure, sure. We'll see." She pushed off the doorframe. "I'm staying for another couple of weeks while I do some voice-over work for a video game. Then gonna hit up a fan convention. And like, just so you know? I like to be naked a lot. Especially when I swim in the pool. Hope that won't be a problem for you."

"I'll manage."

"Cool. I'm going to shower now. Maybe take a shit, too. I had vegan Mexican, so don't come in without a gas mask."

Clover giggled as she disappeared into the bathroom, and moments later, I heard the shower turn on.

I walked back to the bedroom, shaking my head.

What kind of circus had I joined?


Chapter 5



The Range Rover Sport SV glided through Seattle's streets, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows between the buildings.

Sylvia handled the vehicle with casual aggression, weaving through traffic with the confidence of someone who'd grown up driving LA's far more demanding roads.

"I love this car," she said, patting the steering wheel. "Luxurious, but capable. And it doesn't scream 'look at me' the way some vehicles do. You like it?"

I settled deeper into the leather seat. Sylvia had kept me waiting for several hours. No explanation, no apology.

"It's nice. Being up high like this gives a good view of traffic, I guess."

"Not sitting as high up as a city bus, though?" Sylvia teased.

"Nope. Not even close."

"Chalk one up for public transportation. Anyway, Seattle doesn't appreciate flashy displays of wealth. Not like LA." She glanced at me, a playful smile on her lips. "Though I've been thinking about upgrading. Maybe a Mercedes G-Wagon. Something with a bit more presence. What do you think?"

"Couldn't tell you. I don't pay attention to cars. Like I said, I take the bus everywhere."

Sylvia's laugh filled the cabin.

"A true man of the people." She shot me an amused look. "Don't you feel emasculated that a woman knows more about cars than you do?"

"It would take a lot more than that to make me feel emasculated."

She snorted at that, fingers drumming on the wheel as we stopped at a red light.

"Maybe I'll keep this one another year. It has wonderful memories for me." Her voice dropped, taking on a suggestive quality. "Especially the back seat."

The pause stretched between us. I could feel her waiting, practically vibrating with anticipation for me to take the bait.

The more time I spent with Sylvia, the clearer her patterns became. She wanted to shock, to provoke, to maintain control of every interaction.

I stayed quiet, watching the pedestrians cross in front of us.

"Aren't you curious about why the backseat is so memorable for me?" she asked.

"Sure. I guess so."

Sylvia straightened in her seat and cleared her throat, obviously eager to tell me her story.

"Do you know who Declan Sparoth is?" she asked.

"No."

"He's an NFL quarterback. Six foot five, two hundred and thirty pounds of muscle. Absolute specimen of a man."

"If you say so."

"Not into cars and not into sports? Sure you're not feeling emasculated, sweetie?"

"I'm sure. I couldn't care less about either."

The light turned green and Sylvia accelerated smoothly.

"Anyway, a few weeks ago, we did a charity event together at a luxury hotel downtown. I made sure to arrive early. So did Declan."

She paused for effect, checking her mirrors.

"That twenty-five-year-old stud fucked me right here in this backseat while we were parked in the hotel garage. Bent me over and just took what he wanted."

Her tongue traced her lower lip at the memory, her eyes narrowed.

"Fucked me so hard with that enormous cock of his, stretched me out and pounded my cunt until I was sobbing. My thighs were shaking like jelly when he was done with me. And afterward, we went to the charity event, as if nothing happened. I met his mother, a sweet woman so proud of her son. And I met his girlfriend. Lovely young girl who had just announced her pregnancy on social media. She even told me the names she was thinking of for her child. I offered a couple of suggestions. Such sweet people. I shook their hands, smiled for photos, gave them hugs and kisses on the cheek. They were thrilled to meet me."

Another dramatic pause.

"The whole time, my pussy was still full of Declan's cum. I could feel it dripping into my panties."

I kept my face impassive, though my mind raced. The story was so obviously designed to shock and unsettle.

But something felt off about it. The story reeked of performance.

Edwina's casual comment from earlier echoed in my memory. Sylvia hadn't been seeing many men recently.

Was any of that true? Or was it another test, another way for Sylvia to wield her sexuality like a weapon?

I had to treat Sylvia like a character in one of my plays. Understand her motivations. Read the subtext beneath her words.

A woman this beautiful, this famous, didn't need to prove her desirability to a nobody director from the fringe circuit. It made no sense.

Unless she was trying to establish dominance.

Or push me away before I got too close.

"Interesting," I muttered.

Sylvia's head swiveled toward me, green eyes narrowing.

"That's all you have to say? Don't you think I'm a slut for doing that?" Her voice carried an edge now, prodding. "Or maybe it turned you on? Hearing how I let a celebrity athlete ten years younger than me fuck me raw in a parking garage like some dirty whore? How I let him unload in my cunt, making my fuckhole a sloppy, dripping mess? Don't tell me you're not imagining it in your head right now. Don't pretend you aren't visualizing my tits bouncing as Declan pounds me from behind."

"I'm actually thinking more about the play," I replied calmly. "How will the playwright react to the changes I made to her script? They were quite drastic. I'm curious to hear what she has to say."

"Jesus Christ." Sylvia huffed, accelerating aggressively through a yellow light. "You're much too serious. It's boring, especially for such a handsome young man."

Her tone was dismissive, but I caught the slight tightening around her mouth, a flicker of surprise that suggested I'd passed whatever test she'd thrown at me.

Grudging respect, hard-won? I'd take it.

The Range Rover turned off the main road onto a narrow street lined with weathered brick buildings. Graffiti decorated roll-up doors and rusted fire escapes clung to the dirty facades.

We were south of downtown in the industrial district, close enough to the water that I could smell salt and diesel through the climate-controlled cabin.

Sylvia pulled into a small parking lot bordered by chain-link fence. Across the street, a massive warehouse with frosted windows stared back at us.

The building stood three stories tall, its red brick darkened by decades of industrial grime. Metal letters above a loading dock spelled out CHASTEN BAY CANNERY, though the C had fallen off at some point, leaving a ghost outline on the brick.

"Welcome to The Old Cannery Theatre." Sylvia killed the engine. "Not much to look at from outside, is it?"

"I've seen worse."

"This building packed salmon for thirty years. When the fishing industry collapsed, it sat empty for decades. Homeless encampments, drug deals, the occasional body."

She said it matter-of-factly, like she was reciting real estate listings. I knew the story of the theatre, but let Sylvia tell it in her own way.

"About twenty years ago, a group of theatre grads from Cedar State discovered it. They were young, idealistic, and apparently immune to tetanus. They converted the ground floor into a black box theatre and turned the upper floors into artist studios."

We stepped out of the car. The late afternoon sun painted the brick in shades of amber and rust. Somewhere nearby, a truck rumbled past, shaking the ground beneath my feet.

"The neighborhood hasn't gentrified yet," Sylvia continued, leading me around the side of the building. "Which keeps the rent affordable. Artists actually still live and work here, unlike most of Seattle."

She stopped at a heavy metal door, punching a code into a weathered keypad. The lock clicked and she hauled the door open, revealing darkness beyond.

"After you, sweetie."

I stepped inside. The smell hit me first. Sawdust and paint, old fabric and older dust. The familiar scent of backstage spaces everywhere.

My eyes adjusted slowly to the dim light filtering in from outside.

The backstage area was cluttered. Painted wooden flats leaned against brick walls. Coils of cable hung from hooks. A rolling rack held costumes shrouded in plastic. Props filled metal shelving units, everything from fake flowers to prop weapons to an inexplicable mannequin head wearing a bowler hat.

Sylvia found a panel on the wall and flipped several switches. Work lights flickered to life overhead, buzzing softly.

"This way."

She navigated through the clutter, ducking under a low-hanging pipe and stepping over a coil of extension cord. I followed, cataloging everything I saw.

Good equipment, if dated. Adequate storage. Room to work.

We reached a heavy black curtain. Sylvia pushed through and I followed.

The theatre opened before us.

It was a simple space. The original brick walls had been painted black, absorbing the harsh work lights scattered throughout the ceiling grid. Risers arranged along three sides created a thrust configuration, with audience seating wrapping around a central performance area.

I counted quickly. Maybe a hundred seats, give or take? The floor was black-painted concrete, scuffed and worn from years of productions.

No proscenium arch. No grand curtain. No ornate moldings or gilded fixtures.

Just an empty space waiting to be filled with story.


Chapter 6



I walked to the center of the performance area and turned slowly, taking it all in. The intimacy of the configuration meant no audience member would be more than thirty feet from the action. Every facial expression would read. Every whispered line would carry.

"Well?" Sylvia's voice echoed slightly in the empty room. "What do you think?"

"I heard about this theatre during my time at Gorst, but never worked here. It's a unique space."

"Unique is one way of putting it. Is it doable for 52 Acres?"

"I've worked in black box theatres my entire career." I crouched down, pressing my palm against the cool concrete floor. "This will work perfectly for the play. As long as we make the changes to the script I suggested."

"You'll have complete directorial control. I meant what I said." She crossed her arms, leaning against the edge of the risers. "But I should warn you, Ajax. The playwright will not be happy with your changes. She's protective of her work."

"I have experience working with playwrights." I stood, brushing dust from my hands. "The good ones understand that a script on the page and a script on the stage are different animals. The difficult ones come around eventually. Or they don't, and you make the changes or walk away."

Sylvia's eyebrows rose at that, but she didn't comment.

I paced the perimeter of the playing space, measuring distances with my stride. My mind was already working. Blocking. Sight lines. Where to place the few set pieces we'd need.

"My only worry is time," I said. "One month to rework the play and rehearse. That's very short for a production of this scope. Why is opening night so rigidly scheduled?"

Sylvia's expression shifted. Something guarded crept into her eyes.

"Opening night can't be changed because that's the only time two specific movie producers will be able to attend." She spoke carefully, choosing her words. "They'll both be in Seattle for a conference on AI and streaming platforms. It's the only night both will be in town and available."

I stopped pacing. The pieces clicked into place.

This wasn't a play for a general audience. This was a showcase. A private audition disguised as a theatrical production.

"So we're not really putting on a play for the public," I said slowly. "We're putting on a play for two specific people."

"Yes. There will be a regular audience... but yes." Sylvia met my gaze directly, no games in her expression for once. "Both producers have the power to green-light the film adaptation. I need them to see me as more than what they already think I am."

"Why not just do a staged reading? Much simpler. Easier to execute in a short timeframe."

Sylvia shook her head.

"I thought of it. It wouldn't work. Both men are Hollywood-born and bred. They need to visually see the story unfold, watch me disappear into a character in real time. A reading won't do. They'd spend the whole time trying to visualize what it could be instead of seeing what it is."

I turned back to the empty stage, seeing it differently now. Every choice I made would need to serve a dual purpose. Tell the story of the play while simultaneously telling the story of Sylvia Laurentis as a serious actress. Someone more than a gorgeous face and impressive body. Someone worthy of a leading role in a prestige film.

The challenge had just gotten significantly more complicated.

"You look worried." Sylvia's heels clicked against the concrete as she approached. "Having second thoughts?"

"I'm having many thoughts, all of them about how to best produce this play. For your very specific audience of two. To show them your true quality, Sylvia Laurentis. That's all I'm thinking about."

Relief washed over her features. For a moment, she looked younger. Vulnerable, even. Then she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me.

The hug caught me off guard. I braced for another sexual provocation, another test of my resolve.

But this felt different. Her arms squeezed tight, her cheek pressed against my shoulder. She held on for several seconds before pulling back.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "For understanding. For not shying away from the challenge. I contacted you because I believed you could do this. I still believe it."

I nodded, unsure what to say to this version of Sylvia. The real one, perhaps. Or at least closer to it.

Sylvia smoothed down the front of her blouse, composing herself. She cleared her throat, the celebrity mask sliding back into place.

"I'm taking you to dinner. Consider it a welcome home to Seattle." She headed for the backstage curtain. "There's a restaurant I love near the waterfront. We can talk more about the production. And you can tell me about these playwrights you've managed to wrangle."

"Let's go. I'm starving."

"Knock, knock!" came a booming voice.

The backstage curtain rustled and a man emerged. Mid-fifties, brown hair going gray at the temples, with a beard so massive it looked like a small animal had taken up residence on his face. He wore paint-stained jeans and a faded Soundgarden T-shirt.

"Frankie!" Sylvia brightened.

"I thought I heard someone down here," he said. "Came to check."

"Perfect timing. This is Ajax Covington, our director. Ajax, meet Frankie. He'll be your stage manager."

Frankie's handshake was firm and calloused. Working hands.

"Good to meet you."

"Likewise, Frankie." I studied him. "You comfortable with the timeline? One month is tight."

Frankie scoffed.

"Son, I used to do guerrilla theatre at protests across Seattle. Set up a full production in a parking lot with cops bearing down on us. One month is a luxury."

"Excellent. I'd love to hear some stories."

"I got plenty!" he laughed.

"We're still finalizing the script, but I promise I'll keep the staging minimal," I assured him.

"Whenever you want to sit down and hash out scenery, props, lighting, whatever. I'm here."

"Appreciate that."

He jerked his thumb toward the ceiling.

"You two want to come upstairs? Smoke some weed?" A chuckle rumbled from his beard. "There's a performance artist doing tricks with her vagina and ping pong balls. Hilarious but also spiritually profound."

"Rain check." Sylvia grabbed her purse. "I'm taking Ajax to dinner."

"Where?"

"Thornwood & Salt."

"So boujee," Frankie said, rolling his eyes.

"Born that way," Sylvia shot back as she guided me toward the door.

"Good meeting you, Ajax!" Frankie called after us.

Thornwood & Salt turned out to be a high-end steakhouse on the waterfront.

"I trust you like steak," Sylvia said as the valet drove her SUV away. "If not, they have vegan options."

"No. I like meat."

"So do I, sweetie," Sylvia said with a naughty grin. "Thick and juicy. Yum yum."

"Miss Laurentis! Welcome back."

A tall man in an impeccable charcoal suit materialized at her side, all practiced warmth and professional deference.

"Your usual table is ready."

"Thank you, Marcus."

He led us through the restaurant. Brass chandeliers cast soft light over white tablecloths and gleaming silverware. The clientele looked as if they'd stepped out of a wealth management brochure. Silver-haired men in tailored suits. Women dripping with understated jewelry. The quiet clink of expensive stemware and murmured conversations about summer homes and stock portfolios.

Heads turned as Sylvia passed. Men's gazes lingered on her figure, tracking the sway of her hips, the cascade of red hair down her back.

Women looked too, some with admiration, others with the sharp assessment of competitors sizing up a threat.

Sylvia moved through it all like she'd been born to this world. Which, of course, she had.

I caught the other looks, too. The puzzled glances at my jeans and wrinkled shirt from a Kohl's clearance rack. The slight furrowing of brows as people tried to reconcile my presence with Sylvia's.

I could practically hear the questions forming. Driver? Assistant? Some charity case she'd picked up?

Marcus seated us at a corner table, tucked away from the main dining room. Private and intimate, it was the kind of table you reserved for conversations you didn't want overheard.

"Your server will be right with you," Marcus said, vanishing with practiced discretion.

The service proved impeccable despite my attire. Our waiter treated me with the same deference he showed Sylvia, never once letting his eyes linger on my cheap clothing. Water glasses stayed full, bread arrived warm, wine recommendations were offered with expertise rather than condescension.

My steak arrived on a sizzling cast-iron plate. A bone-in ribeye, dry-aged for forty-five days according to the menu. The char on the outside gave way to a perfect medium-rare pink within. A compound butter melted slowly across the top, releasing the scent of roasted garlic and fresh herbs. Alongside it, truffle-whipped potatoes and charred broccolini glistening with olive oil.

Sylvia twirled her pasta, a delicate arrangement of handmade tagliatelle with wild mushrooms and shaved Parmesan.

"How's the steak?"

I cut another piece, letting the knife glide through the tender meat. The flavor hit my tongue. Rich, buttery, with a depth that came from proper aging. Salt and smoke and something almost nutty.

"Best steak I've ever tasted," I admitted. "Not even close."

Sylvia smiled, genuinely pleased.

"Save room for dessert. This place is famous for its homemade cream pies."

She paused, catching my eye.

"I love cream pies," she said, her voice lowering to a sultry whisper. "Do you?"

I set down my fork, meeting her gaze across the table.

"I'll take note of your love for cream pies, Sylvia. Warm and gooey, I assume?"

Sylvia's laugh rang out, bright and surprised. Several nearby diners glanced our way.

"Finally! He lightens up." She raised her wine glass in a mock salute. "I was beginning to think you were made of stone."

"I can be playful. When the moment calls for it."

"I appreciate you finally playing along. I know I can be... a lot."

The levity faded from her expression. She set down her glass, fingers tracing the stem.

"This play is very important to me, Ajax." Her voice dropped, stripped of performance. "More important than I can explain."

"I won't let you down," I said.

She reached across the table and took my hand. Her grip was tight, almost desperate. The vulnerability I'd glimpsed earlier at the theatre returned, raw and unguarded.

"Men have always let me down."

Her green eyes searched mine, looking for something. Sincerity, maybe. Or the first signs of betrayal.

"But maybe this time will be different?" she asked hopefully.

I squeezed her hand back.

"It will be different, Sylvia. I won't let you down."


Chapter 7



We got back to Sylvia's house around eight. The summer sun had just set and the sky was still dim with fading daylight.

"Be in my house at ten tomorrow morning," Sylvia reminded me. "We'll have our first meeting and table read with the rest of the cast. Marie Almeida will be there, too. She's been blowing up my messages all day."

"I'm not surprised," I sighed. "We need a long discussion about the changes I made to her script."

"Oh, she'll have plenty to say," Sylvia smiled. "On that you can rely."

We stood quietly in the garden, dusk settling over her estate. Sylvia seemed reluctant to leave just yet, like she had something more she wanted to say.

"Thank you for dinner," I said to break the silence. "I've never eaten in a place like that before. The food was amazing."

"I enjoyed your enjoyment," Sylvia said quietly. "I'm so accustomed to this lifestyle that I take it for granted. Seeing your reaction was... refreshing."

"Slumming can be entertaining," I teased. "Or so I've heard."

"I've always enjoyed a bit of rough trade," Sylvia shot back.

"I'm hardly that."

"No. You're not."

She held my gaze, almost shyly. Even in the fading light, her eyes were still startlingly green.

"Well, uh... I'll see you in the morning," I said. "I still have some final edits I want to do. And some staging to figure out, now that I've seen the performance space."

"Yes, of course. Don't burn the midnight oil too long, though!"

"I won't."

"Goodnight, Ajax."

"Goodnight, Sylvia."

I turned and headed to the guest house. I could still feel Sylvia's gaze on me, watching me as I left her.

I stepped into the guest house, the cool air conditioning a relief after the warm summer evening. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and settled onto the couch, taking a moment to decompress.

It had been a long day and I still had work to do on the script. I needed to focus on the table read tomorrow, but my mind was still turning over the evening's events.

Sylvia Laurentis. Hollywood diva. Difficult to work with. A reputation for tantrums and impossible demands.

That's what I'd heard. That's what everyone had heard.

But tonight I'd seen something else. A woman desperate to prove herself, to show the world she was more than a beautiful face and an incredible body.

The way she'd talked about the play, about Janet, about what this production meant for her future... there was genuine fear there, and genuine need.

Could she actually pull it off, though?

Janet was a complicated role. A woman torn between fear and desire, entangled in circumstances beyond her control.

The part required subtlety, emotional depth, the ability to convey conflicting emotions with a single look. In the tight confines of The Olde Cannery Theatre, overacting would alienate the audience.

Sylvia's filmography suggested she could pout, smolder, and look stunning while running from explosions or taking off her clothes. Not exactly the same skill set for a character like Janet.

But that vulnerability I'd glimpsed tonight? That raw honesty when she'd let her guard down?

Maybe. Just maybe.

It would take everything I had as a director. And everything she had as an actress. Sylvia seemed ready to put in the work. I was too.

I was just about to open my laptop when I heard a muffled voice calling my name.

"What the hell?" I muttered.

"A to the J...?"

I crossed to the interior door that connected the two halves of the guest house. I gave it three sharp knocks.

"Clover? Is that you?"

"AJ! Yeah, it's me. I need some help!"

Her voice sounded strained.

I turned the handle and pushed through into her side of the house. The layout mirrored mine, same living room, same furniture, same windows overlooking the pool. But no Clover.

"Down here."

I turned toward the voice and froze.

Clover lay on the hardwood floor near the couch. She was naked... but also not naked.

Clover's petite body was wrapped in an intricate web of crimson rope. The bindings crisscrossed her torso in geometric patterns, diamonds of flesh framed between taut lines.

Her wrists were bound behind her back, the rope trailing down to connect to her ankles, which were pulled up toward her ass in a strict hogtie. More rope wrapped around her thighs, forcing her knees apart.

The red cord bit into her skin just enough to create slight indentations, highlighting the swell of her small breasts where the rope framed them. Her blonde hair was a mess, splayed across the floor.

"What the fuck!"

I rushed to her side, dropping to my knees. My heart hammered against my ribs. Had someone broken in? Had someone attacked her?

"Who did this to you? Are you hurt? I'm calling 911."

Clover burst out laughing. That distinctive piglet snort punctuated each breath.

"Chill, AJ! It was Tsunami Sue."

I stared at her, uncomprehending.

"Who?"

"I don't know her real name. She just goes by Tsunami Sue."

"I don't understand. Who is that? The person who tied you up?"

"My Binder, yeah."

"Your what?"

"Binder." Clover wiggled in her bonds, the rope creaking. "In shibari, that's what you call the person doing the tying. I'm the receiver."

My brain struggled to catch up.

"Shibari? What the fuck is that?"

"Japanese rope bondage. Keep up, old man." She grinned at me from the floor. "Sue's asleep in my bedroom. Poor thing had a rough night so I didn't want to wake her. I heard you come home and scuttled my way out here."

"You... scuttled?"

"From the bedroom all the way to here, dude. I've been tied up for like an hour. Can you untie me?"

"Of course I'll untie you," I said, still trying to process what I was looking at. "Do you have a knife? Scissors?"

"No way!" Clover's eyes went wide. "This is hand-dyed jute rope imported from Japan. Do you know how much this shit costs? You're going to have to undo the knots by hand, yo."

"Okay, okay." I held up my hands. "By hand. Got it."

I took a breath and looked her over.

Clover was petite and gorgeous, her small body firm and toned. The red rope created a sharp contrast against her pale skin. Her breasts were small but perfectly shaped, framed by the geometric pattern of the bindings. Her nipples were hard pink points. And the position she was in, knees forced apart, left absolutely nothing to the imagination.

Despite the absurdity of the situation, I felt blood rushing to my cock.

Clover noticed my arousal. Of course she noticed. She giggled, that piglet snort escaping her.

"This is the second time you've seen me naked," she pouted. "But I haven't seen you naked. That's like totally unfair."

"We can discuss fairness once you're free," I said, keeping my voice even. "Where do I start?"

"The knot at the small of my back. That one releases my legs."

I moved behind her, locating the knot she'd described. It sat right above her ass, a complex-looking tangle of red cord. I worked my fingers into it, expecting resistance, but the rope practically melted apart at my touch.

"Oh god yes." Clover sighed as her legs dropped free, stretching out behind her. "That feels amazing."

"That was easy," I said, surprised.

"That's why this rope is so expensive. It's strong enough to hold you completely immobile, but silky enough to release when you want it to." She flexed her ankles, rope marks visible on her skin. "Japanese craftsmanship, no cap."

"What's next?"

"You can see the knot binding my wrists, right?"

I could. It sat between her shoulder blades, another intricate tangle.

"But don't do that one yet!" Clover continued. "The knots have to be undone in a certain order or you'll just tighten everything else. You need to do the big knot between my legs first."

She rolled over onto her back, presenting her spread legs to me. Her eyes met mine, challenging.

"Stop staring and get in there, dude."

I kneeled between her thighs. From this angle, I could see where the rope ran down her stomach and between her legs, the cord biting into the soft flesh of her inner thighs before disappearing into her crotch.

A thick knot sat nestled hard against her pussy.

"Fair warning," Clover breathed. "I've climaxed a few times while tied up, so that knot might be a little wet."

Her chest rose and fell rapidly. Her eyes had narrowed to slits, pupils dilated. Sexual excitement radiated off her in waves. She was enjoying this.

I cleared my throat.

"Right."

I reached for the knot. My fingers brushed against her inner thigh and she shivered. The rope was wet, slick with her juices. I worked at the knot, trying to find the release point.

"Mmm." Clover moaned softly as her hips shifted. "Right there."

The knot was stubborn, made more difficult by how slippery it had become. I tugged and twisted, my knuckles grazing her pussy lips. Clover panted.

"Almost," she gasped. "Keep going."

Finally, the knot gave way. The rope fell loose between her legs.

And I saw what it had been holding in place.

A purple dildo filled her pussy, only the flared base visible. And behind it, the jeweled end of a butt plug glinted between her ass cheeks.

"I would really enjoy it," Clover whispered, "if you would pull those out for me."

I licked my lips. My cock throbbed against my zipper, painfully hard now. The sight of her, spread open before me, stuffed full, rope marks decorating her skin.

"You can do it yourself," I managed. "Once you're free."

She giggled again, that snorting laugh.

"Worth a shot, yo. Okay, now you can do my wrists."

She rolled over again, presenting her bound arms. I found the knot between her shoulder blades and worked it loose.

The rope fell away and Clover pulled her arms forward, rolling her shoulders.

"Help me up?"

I stood and offered her my hand. She gripped them and I pulled, lifting her to her feet.

As she rose, the remaining rope slithered off her, cascading down her body and pooling at her feet. The ropes were some kind of ingenious design, the whole system connected so that freeing her wrists released everything else.

She stood before me completely naked, her pale flesh crisscrossed with red rope marks. Lines and diamonds patterned her torso, indentations still visible on her thighs and breasts.

Clover sighed and ran her hands up and down her body, tracing the marks. Her fingers brushed over her nipples, down her stomach, along her hips. She watched my face the entire time, cataloging my reaction.

"Seems like you're always catching me naked," she said softly. "It's kinda my kink, not gonna lie."

"Are you okay?" I asked.

My voice came out rougher than intended.

"I'm good."

Clover smiled up at me. Her eyes dropped to my crotch, where my erection strained visibly against my pants.

"Really good, actually. You too, huh?"

"Uh, yeah. I guess."

She took a step closer.

"Thanks, dude. That was a fucked up predicament."

"I'm just happy to help."

She nodded slowly, her gaze still fixed on the bulge in my pants.

"I should go check on Tsunami Sue," Clover said. "Make sure she's still sleeping."

"That's probably a good idea."

I took a step back toward the connecting door.

"Goodnight, Clover."

"'Night, A to the J." She smiled, that sly glint in her eye making promises. "I'll thank you later. Count on that, for real."


Chapter 8



I retreated to my side of the guest house and gently closed the door behind me. I leaned against it, breathing hard, willing my erection to subside.

It didn't. I wasn't surprised. My heart was still beating hard at what had just happened.

Go jerk off. You'll have blue balls all night if you don't.

It wouldn't take long, that was for sure. After that encounter with tied-up Clover, it was my turn to uncoil some serious ropes.

But as I walked to the bedroom to get my release, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

My mouth went dry when I saw who was video calling me.

Marie Almeida.

The playwright.

I'd been expecting to speak with her tomorrow at the table read. It looked like she wasn't going to wait. I took a deep breath and answered.

The face that appeared on my screen made me pause. Marie Almeida was beautiful. High cheekbones, full lips, expressive blue eyes behind black-rimmed glasses. Her dark hair fell in messy waves around her shoulders.

She would have been even prettier if her features weren't twisted with fury.

"You must be Ajax Covington," she said.

Her voice dripped with venom. I nodded, trying to put a pleasant smile on my face.

"That's me. But please, call me AJ. Everyone else--"

"I don't care what you're called." She cut me off, leaning closer to her camera. "What I want to know is where you get the nerve to butcher my script."

I took another breath and told myself, Be gentle. She has every right to be upset. You took a machete to her play.

"I understand you must be concerned about the changes I made--"

"Filho da puta, son of a bitch!" Marie spat. "Concerned? You are a butcher!"

She held up a stack of pages, waving them at her camera. Red ink covered every visible page. My notes. My cuts.

"Six characters!" She jabbed the script at me like a weapon. "You have cut six characters from my play. And you have changed it from three acts to two. This is insanity! Complete and total insanity!"

Now I could hear it. The slight slur in her words. The way her consonants softened at the edges.

Marie was originally from Brazil, but it wasn't just her Portuguese accent. I could see the flush spreading across her cheeks and down her neck.

Marie had been drinking. Probably a lot.

Great. Just great.

I took a deep breath and gathered myself.

"The constraints of the black box theatre require a smaller cast," I explained, keeping my voice calm and measured. "And the compressed rehearsal schedule means we need a tighter script. We only have four weeks to--"

"I don't want to hear your excuses!"

"There's also the matter of our true audience," I continued. "Sylvia has invited two producers who--"

"I will not stand for this butchery!" Marie's eyes blazed. "I will have words with you and Sylvia tomorrow at the table read. Many words. Vai se foder, seu arrombado! Go to hell, you asshole!"

The call ended abruptly. Her furious face vanished, replaced by my home screen.

I stared at my phone, shaking my head slowly.

Sexually aggressive movie stars.

Tied-up naked actresses.

Furious drunk playwrights.

All in one night.

It couldn't possibly get any crazier. Right?

Wrong.

After a couple more hours developing the stage directions to accommodate the layout of the black box theatre, I was mentally exhausted. I went to bed and immediately crashed out...

...only to awaken hours later to the warmth of a naked woman pressed against me.

"It's me, dude. Clover."

"What are you doing here?"

The room was dark and Clover was just a shadow, but I could feel her soft skin against mine, her breath warm against my ear.

"I told you I was gonna thank you later. It's later, A to the J."

Her hand moved to my cock, cupping it gently.

"You don't have to do this," I told her.

"I want to. Don't you want me to?"

I hesitated, but couldn't find any resistance left to offer.

"Yeah," I said. "Fucking do that."

Clover giggled again, her snort as charming as ever.

"Close your eyes," she whispered.

"Why? It's dark."

"Because I'm turning on the lamp, yo. I want to see what I'm working with."

I closed my eyes. The click of the lamp switch and bright light bloomed against my eyelids.

I squinted, letting my vision adjust. Clover lay beside me, naked, propped on one elbow, her small breasts pressed against my arm. The rope marks from earlier had faded to faint pink lines across her pale skin.

Her hand found my cock again, fingers wrapping around the shaft. She began massaging slowly, working me with practiced ease.

I sighed, sinking deeper into the pillow.

"What happened to your Binder?" I asked. "Tsunami Sue?"

"Oh, I woke her up." Clover's hand kept moving, unhurried. "She felt super bad about falling asleep on me. So she apologized."

"That was nice of her."

"And then she ate me out until I clenched." Clover grinned. "That was even nicer."

"I bet."

"I returned the favor, obviously. Sue headed home after. She's got work in the morning. She's a librarian."

"Kinky librarian," I chuckled. "Like something from a porn."

My cock had stiffened under her attention, blood rushing into it with each stroke. Clover looked down and her eyes widened.

"Holy shit, AJ."

"What?"

"You're like... really thick." She squeezed experimentally. "I did not expect that."

"Grower, not a shower."

Clover snorted, that piglet laugh escaping her again.

"No kidding. I always thought that was a cope, but I guess not. This thing is low key intimidating."

She kept stroking, her grip firm and confident. I watched her face, the way she bit her lower lip in concentration.

"You were staring at my tits all day," she said suddenly.

"I wasn't--"

"You totally were. It's fine, I don't mind." She shifted closer, pressing her breasts more firmly against my arm. "You wanna suck on them? I know they're not as big and famous as Sylvia's, but--"

I leaned forward and took her nipple into my mouth. Clover gasped.

"Oh fuck yes!"

I sucked gently, running my tongue across the hard peak. Her skin tasted clean, slightly salty. She moaned and arched her back, pushing more of her breast toward me.

"That feels so good," she breathed. "But lie back. Relax. Let me take care of you."

I released her nipple and settled against the pillows. Clover sat up, positioning herself at my side. She gathered saliva in her mouth and spat into her palm with a wet sound.

"You're not going to jerk me off with loogies, are you?" I teased.

"Watch me," she whispered.

Her slick hand wrapped around my shaft. She began stroking, twisting her wrist on each upstroke, her thumb rubbing across the sensitive head.

"You like that, A to the J?"

"Yeah." My voice came out breathless. "Just like that."

"Your cock is so fucking hard." She increased her pace, her hand gliding smoothly over my length. "I love how thick you are. I bet you fill the girls up real good."

I groaned, hips lifting involuntarily. Clover pressed her free hand against my stomach, holding me down.

"Stay still. Let me work."

She spat again, adding more lubrication. The wet sounds of her hand on my cock filled the quiet room. It was an obscene sound, utterly perfect.

"You're twitching," she observed. "Getting close?"

"Yeah."

"Tell me when."

Her hand moved faster, grip tightening. I felt the pressure building in my balls, that familiar tension coiling tighter with each stroke.

"Now," I grunted. "I'm gonna cum."

Clover cupped her palm over my cockhead just as the first spurt erupted. I groaned through clenched teeth, hips jerking. She kept stroking with her other hand, milking my shaft while her cupped palm caught everything.

"That's it," she cooed. "Fuck, that's a big load. Give me all of it."

Her fingers found my balls, massaging gently, coaxing out every last drop. I shuddered through the final pulses, emptying myself into her waiting hand.

When the tremors subsided, I opened my eyes.

Clover raised her cupped palm to her lips. Her pink tongue darted out, lapping at the pool of cum. She licked methodically, cleaning every drop from her fingers, her palm, the creases between her knuckles. When she finished, she swallowed with an exaggerated gulp.

"Cum is literally my favorite snack before bedtime," she said cheerfully. "No cap."

"Goddamn girl."

Clover giggled. She leaned down and pressed a kiss to my chest, right over my heart.

"Thanks again for untying me, AJ."

Then she climbed out of bed. I watched her small naked form pad across the room, rope marks still faintly visible on her thighs.

Clover paused at the doorway and wiggled her fingers at me in a little wave. Then she stuck her tongue out and crossed her eyes, flashing a V with one hand while grabbing her pussy with the other.

"Oh, Chad. Already!?" she squeaked, giving me her meme catchphrase.

I'm literally watching a TikTok girl in real life, I marveled.

Clover pranced away. I heard her footsteps cross the living room, the soft click of the connecting door closing.

I laughed quietly to myself, shaking my head at the ceiling.

"Welcome back to Seattle," I told myself.

Then I reached over and switched off the lamp and let the dark fall over me.


Chapter 9



Morning light poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows, casting bright rectangles across the kitchen table. Outside, a Northern Flicker drummed against a tree, its rhythm mixing with the calls of sparrows and finches.

Another gorgeous summer morning in Seattle.

I nursed my cup of coffee, studying the people gathered around Sylvia's table.

Sylvia sat at the head, radiant in a cream silk blouse that somehow made her red hair glow like copper wire. She wore subtle makeup, just enough to enhance her natural beauty. Even this early, she looked ready for a photo shoot.

To her left sat Dennis Tailor. It took me just a moment to place him. The bald head, those sharp blue eyes. He'd played the corrupt police captain on that cable drama a few years back, the one that got canceled too soon.

In person, he looked dapper in a navy blazer over a simple white t-shirt, his jawline sharp, silver stubble carefully maintained at exactly the right length.

On the open laptop propped between us, Jiyoo Kim's face filled the screen. She was startlingly beautiful, a K-pop idol in the flesh. Bright pink hair framed delicate features, her light brown eyes magnetic even through the webcam's compression.

Jiyoo wore a hoodie with her group's logo on it, GenZed23. Behind her, I could see what looked like a hotel room, the curtains drawn against bright sunshine.

And then there was Marie Almeida.

She hunched over a dog-eared copy of her script, shoulder-length hair falling in messy waves around her face. Black-framed glasses sat slightly crooked on her nose.

She hadn't looked up once since I'd entered the room. Her pen moved in aggressive slashes across the margins, annotating something. Or perhaps just stabbing the paper repeatedly while imagining my face.

"Welcome, everyone." Sylvia spread her hands in an expansive gesture. "This is our first table read for 52 Acres. I'm sure some of you are surprised at how intimate our gathering is today."

Dennis unwrapped a cough drop and popped it into his mouth. The cherry scent drifted across the table. He offered me one. I politely declined.

"As you know, I've brought in Ajax Covington as our director." Sylvia nodded toward me. "He's made some significant changes to the script. Ajax, would you like to introduce yourself?"

I set down my coffee.

"Thanks, Sylvia. I'm Ajax, but please call me AJ. Everyone does... except for Sylvia. I got my MFA from Gorst University and spent the last few years directing fringe and small theater productions here and in LA. I'm honored to be working with all of you on Marie's beautiful play."

Marie's pen stopped moving. She still didn't look up.

"Dennis?" Sylvia prompted.

He shifted the cough drop to his cheek.

"Dennis Tailor. Some of you might recognize me from various things I'd rather forget. I'm thrilled to be tackling the role of Kenneth. Marie, I have to say, you've written some truly remarkable characters here. The dialogue just sings. Or at least..." He chuckled, glancing around the table. "What's left of it does."

The joke landed like a dead fish. Marie's scowl deepened into something approaching murderous.

"Jiyoo?" Sylvia turned toward the laptop. "Would you like to introduce yourself?"

The pink-haired girl on screen bounced slightly in her seat.

"Hi everyone! I'm Jiyoo Kim. I'm nineteen and I'm a K-pop idol. That's what they call us, idols. Not my choice but yeah, you know. My group is GenZed23. Annyeonghaseyo! We're finishing our US tour, I'm in Florida right now. Super busy, but I've been studying my lines every night after rehearsal. I grew up in Tacoma so it's gonna be amazing to come back home for this play. I'll be ready when I join you guys in a couple weeks, I promise!"

"Wonderful." Sylvia's smile was warm, almost maternal. "And Marie? Our brilliant playwright?"

Marie finally looked up. Her blue eyes met mine through those crooked glasses.

"Marie Almeida. I wrote the play."

Silence stretched across the table. Dennis crunched his cough drop. Jiyoo squinted through the screen, uncertain of what was going on.

"It's great to have you all here today," Sylvia said, breaking the tension. "Having a veteran actor like Dennis join the cast is a real treat."

"I'm visiting my partner for the summer here in Seattle, so doing this role is lovely serendipity," Dennis said.

"And I am so grateful," Sylvia smiled. "And Jiyoo, I know you have never acted in a play before, but you are a natural performer and I am so pleased you are part of our little cast."

"Me, too!" Jiyoo said cheerfully. "I'm so excited to play a character like Cheong."

"Excellent. Most of your lines and scenes are unaltered, Jiyoo. Your character Cheong is such a beautiful role. Dennis... I'm afraid many of your lines and scenes have been cut."

"I noticed," Dennis laughed. "Frankly, it will be much easier for me to memorize my part. Acting for TV has ruined my recall, I'm afraid."

"I understand completely," Sylvia said. "My lines and scenes have also been drastically cut. But all of it is in service to the play and the limitations we face as far as time and venue."

"And ego," Marie chimed in, still glaring at me. "An outsized ego and matching outsized presumption."

I kept my face neutral. I was still hoping for a good working relationship with Marie. It was always easier when writer and director collaborated.

Friction was inevitable, of course. That was the nature of theatre. Often, wonderful things could arise from that friction. I hoped that would be the case with Marie and me.

"Ego is both an actor's shield and an actor's curse," Dennis drawled. "Or so I've been told."

"Truer words have never been spoken," Sylvia said. "Now, you all have the new script. Shall we begin the table read?"

"We shall," Dennis said, straightening in his chair.

"Ready!" Jiyoo said.

"Okay. Ajax?"

I turned to the opening page of the script.

"52 Acres," I read. "A play by Marie Almeida. Directed by Ajax Covington."

I heard a harsh sigh from Marie as I read that. I ignored it and carried on.

"Act One, Scene One," I read. "A late summer afternoon in Eastern Washington. The porch of a small cabin. Kenneth stands in the sunlight, shading his eyes. ENTER Janet."

"Good afternoon," Dennis read. "You must be Gary's daughter."

"Yeah, that's me," Sylvia read. "Janet."

"I'm Kenneth. It's damn good to meet Gary's daughter. He spoke a lot about you."

"He did? News to me."

The sunlight crept across the table as we read through the script. I found myself leaning forward in my chair, more engrossed with each page turn.

The play was coming alive in my mind. I could see the stage, the lighting, the blocking.

Dennis's rich baritone gave Kenneth a warmth I hadn't fully anticipated.

Sylvia surprised me with her passion, despite her obvious overacting.

And Jiyoo, even through the compressed audio of the video call, brought an earnest sweetness to Cheong that startled me.

Occasionally, I glanced across the table at Marie.

When we'd started, she looked like someone enduring a root canal without anesthesia. Her jaw clenched, her knuckles white around her pen. Every cut line and edited scene seemed to cause her physical pain, a small flinch or sharp intake of breath marking each absence.

But as we progressed through Act One and into Act Two, something shifted.

Her grip on the pen loosened. The furrow between her brows smoothed. I watched her lips move silently along with the dialogue.

I recognized the expression that slowly overtook her face. It was the look of a writer hearing their words spoken aloud for the first time. That strange magic when ink on paper transforms into something real.

She was seeing it now, the play as it could be. Not the play she'd written in isolation, but the play as interpreted by actors exploring their characters. The play as a living thing.

I hoped this would make our collaboration easier. Writers and directors needed each other, even when they drove each other crazy.

We reached the middle of Act Two. The scene where Cheong stands alone on the porch at twilight, looking out over the orchard.

"This is where Cheong sings," I said, looking up from my script. "Jiyoo, Sylvia mentioned Marie sent you a demo of the song?"

"Oh yes!"

"Have you listened to it yet?" Sylvia asked.

Jiyoo's face brightened on screen.

"I've done more than listen to it, actually. I've been working on singing it every night after our performances. Would you like to hear?"

"Absolutely," I said, unable to hide my excitement.

Jiyoo disappeared from the frame for a moment, then returned holding an acoustic guitar. She positioned it carefully, adjusting the laptop's angle to capture her playing.

"It might sound terrible over the video call," she warned. "The audio quality isn't great and I'm still learning the guitar part."

"I know you'll be amazing." Sylvia's voice carried absolute conviction. "Your voice is why I asked you to join the cast, Jiyoo. I heard you sing that ballad on your last album and I knew you were perfect for Cheong."

Even through the webcam, I could see Jiyoo's cheeks flush pink.

"Thanks, Sylvia. Okay. Here we go."

She took a breath. Her fingers found the strings.

The first chord rang out, slightly tinny through the laptop speakers but still lovely.

Then she began to sing.

"Apple blossoms fall like snow in spring,

summer rain beats against the eaves.

Count the days until harvest time,

and wonder if you'll stay (stay)

or if you'll leave."

Jiyoo's voice was extraordinary. Clear and sweet, with an ache underneath that surprised me. I'd assumed K-pop idols were all studio magic and autotune, polished to plastic perfection. But Jiyoo sang with raw, unprocessed emotion that made the hair on my arms stand up.

She moved into the chorus, her fingers more confident on the guitar now.

"Fifty-two acres of memory,

fifty-two acres of home.

Fifty-two acres you left to me,

Alone now, on my own."

I looked around the table. Dennis had stopped sucking his cough drop, his expression soft and distant. Sylvia pressed her fingers to her lips, eyes glistening.

And Marie. Marie was smiling. Actually smiling, her glasses catching the light as she watched Jiyoo perform.

This was it. The moment when a cast stops being strangers reading lines and becomes something more. When the play stops being words on paper and becomes a shared vision.

I'd seen it happen before many times, that invisible thread weaving between performers and binding them together, but it never stopped feeling like magic.

This is why I love theatre.


Chapter 10



Jiyoo finished the song with a final soft chord. Silence hung in the air for a heartbeat.

Then we all applauded. Dennis let out a low whistle. Sylvia dabbed at her eyes with a napkin.

"That was beautiful," I said. "Truly beautiful."

Jiyoo ducked her head, pink hair falling across her face.

"I'm still working on the nuances. The demo had some tricky phrasing in the bridge that I want to nail. But I'll have it all set by performance, I promise."

"You're going to be wonderful," Sylvia said.

"The thanks really goes to the songwriter Marie commissioned," Jiyoo said quickly. "She wrote such a gorgeous melody. And Marie's lyrics, of course. I'm just singing what she created."

Marie's smile widened slightly at that.

"The song is the perfect way to lead into the climax," Sylvia said. "That emotional peak right before the final confrontation between Janet and Cheong. It sets up everything that follows."

We resumed reading, picking up where we'd left off. The words flowed more easily now, the cast finding rhythms and connections that hadn't existed an hour ago.

I nodded along as the play grew clearer in my mind. The blocking, the beats, the moments of silence that would speak louder than any dialogue.

This could be good, I thought. This could be something really special.

The confrontation and climax passed, the tension in Sylvia and Jiyoo's voices close to the tone I was working for. There was a hushed silence after Sylvia spoke her last line.

I took a deep breath and finished the script.

"The two women stand at the edge of the orchard as the sun sets," I read. "They look to the west as the light fades to black. END."

No one spoke for several seconds. Then, from the laptop, Jiyoo exhaled slowly.

"Wow," she sighed.

"Wow, indeed." Sylvia beamed at all of us in turn. "Wonderful. Just wonderful."

"Hell of a play," Dennis nodded. "Very moving."

"This is not the final edit," Sylvia warned Jiyoo and Dennis. "Ajax and Marie will be massaging the dialogue, probably right up to opening night. But this is close, people. This is the play we are doing."

"It will be brilliant!" Dennis said, clapping his hands. "Now, I need to get going. I'm meeting my Harold for lunch."

"I have to go do a fan meet and greet," Jiyoo added. "It was so nice meeting all of you! And congratulations, Marie. You wrote something amazing! Can't wait to get home to Seattle."

We all waved as Jiyoo signed off.

"Sylvia? AJ? Marie?" Dennis said, rising from the table. "Would you like to join Harold and me for lunch? Le Bistro on Elliott Bay?"

"I'd love that," Sylvia said eagerly. "I haven't been to Le Bistro in ages."

"Their crab risotto is still to die for," Dennis assured her. "And Harold will be so pleased to see you again, dear. AJ? Marie?"

Before I could respond, Marie cut me off.

"AJ and I have to work on the script. I live down past Olympia close to Portland, so we might as well use this opportunity to work together in person. And we have so much to discuss. Don't you agree, AJ?"

I could see the serious intent in her eyes. Marie might have enjoyed the reading, but I could tell she was still hostile to me and the changes I had made to her play.

Might as well deal with this now.

"We do need to work on the script," I agreed. "Maybe next time, Dennis."

"I'll hold you to that," he nodded, his eyes passing from me to Marie and back, sensing the tension between us.

"Edwina will make lunch for both of you," Sylvia said. "She'll bring it to the guest house."

We made our goodbyes and Marie followed me back to the guest house. Marie said nothing as she trailed behind me, but I could feel her gaze burning into my back.

I was relieved to see Clover standing by the pool. She was packing a large hiking backpack.

"How'd it go?" she called out.

"Real good!" I grinned. "What are you doing?"

"I finished my voice-over work, so now I'm heading out for like a week or so. Going to hike Mt. Rainier and camp at a friend's place down there. Nature and magic mushrooms and bongos all day, for real."

"Sounds like a hell of an adventure. Have fun."

"Always, dude."

"Just don't get tangled up in any more rope," I teased.

"No promises!"

Clover's snorting giggles followed us into the guest house. The summer heat was rising, so I turned on the AC.

Marie took a seat at the little kitchen table. I sat down across from her. For a long moment, we silently regarded each other across the table.

"Well," she finally said. "Please justify how you butchered my script."

Her challenging tone was less angry than I expected, but it still rankled me.

"I wouldn't call it butchery, Marie. I'd call it more like... surgery."

"Six characters. An entire Act. One hundred and twenty-two pages reduced to eighty-six. Seriously?"

"Yes. Seriously." I tapped the script in front of me. "You heard how it read at that table. In your mind, I know you saw how it would unfold on stage. The constraints of time and the limitations of the performance space made the cuts necessary."

"Excuses. Any competent director could adjust for those factors--"

"But those weren't the main reasons," I interrupted. "I cut all that other stuff out because it was all bullshit."

Marie froze, her expression shocked. I pressed on.

"At its core, this play is about three people. Janet, a working-class woman who was estranged from her father. Cheong, the young Korean home aide who took care of Janet's father while he was dying. And Kenneth, the farmer who tends to the apple orchard. That's the story. Three people, fifty-two acres, and a dying man's last wishes. Everything else you put in there was dramatic, theatrical... and utterly irrelevant. So I took it out. And your play is better for it."

Marie glared at me, her mouth agape. I could see myself mirrored in the thick lenses of her glasses.

"You're quite the entitled prick, aren't you?" she said quietly. "I worked on 52 Acres for the last three years. And you think you can come in and cut here, slash there, do whatever you want?"

"All the changes I made were needed."

"Não acredito, I can't believe it! Just because you're fucking Sylvia, you think you can do anything!"

"God damn it!" I growled, slamming my fist on the table.

I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, controlling my temper. When I looked at Marie again, she was eyeing me warily, caught off guard by my pained reaction.

"I'm not Sylvia's boy toy," I told her. "And frankly, I'm getting sick of everyone implying that. She contacted me to do this play because she respected my work. I agreed because I respected her. And yes, I also respected the writing in 52 Acres. I have treated this play and the playwright with respect. Is it wrong that I should ask for equal respect from you, Marie? You and I need to work together or this will fail. We have just one month to pull this off. So tell me now if you want to end things and I will fly back to LA."

Marie leaned back, her eyes narrowed as she studied me. I waited, holding her gaze, letting her decide whether she could work with me or not.

"One month," she said quietly. "Equal respect. I can do it."

"That's all I ask."

"And that's all you'll get," Marie said. "Because while you may be a talented director, I still find you to be smug, entitled, and arrogant."

"You barely know me."

"I know enough."

"Fine. You don't have to like me. You just have to work with me."

"Then let's get to work," she said.

I nodded and turned to page one of the script.

"Act One, Scene One," I read. "A late summer afternoon in Eastern Washington. The porch of a small cabin. Kenneth stands in the sunlight, shading his eyes. ENTER Janet."

"Stop right there," Marie said. "Let's talk about the change you made to the opening."

I nodded and grabbed my pen. The AC hummed quietly as I settled into my chair and rested my arms on the table, leaning over the script.

Marie regarded me in silence, waiting for my response.

I took a deep breath.

There was a lot of work ahead.


Chapter 11



It was a hot summer day outside, but inside The Old Cannery Theatre it was cool and quiet.

Sylvia and I sat on two folding chairs in the middle of the stage. The empty seats surrounding us were lost in shadow, leaving only the pool of light illuminating us. The thick brick walls absorbed sound, creating an intimate pocket of space that softened every word in the emptiness.

Sylvia held her script loosely, wearing her reading glasses, though her eyes never dropped to the page. She had already memorized this section.

Sylvia was wearing a silk blouse and a flowing, tailored skirt. Her outfit probably cost more than my monthly rent back in LA, but they were comfortable clothes for rehearsal.

I watched her shoulders rise and fall as she breathed, preparing.

"Whenever you're ready," I said.

She nodded once.

"Action," she murmured to herself.

I watched Sylvia contort her face into a theatrical frown.

"I was eleven years old."

Her voice came out in that breathy sex-kitten voice I knew so well from her films. I winced inside.

"Daddy had been drinking all night, watching the football game on TV. When the game was over and the twelve-pack was gone, Daddy decided to go get more beer. I'd fallen asleep on the couch. I woke up when I heard the engine of his truck starting up."

She paused. Her hands twisted in her lap as she struck a pose, tilting her head up into the light.

"Biscuit always slept under that truck. Every night since he was a puppy. Daddy knew that! Everyone knew that! But Daddy was drunk. Daddy was always drunk by then!"

Her voice cracked dramatically on the word drunk. Again, I winced at her acting.

"I heard the thump. This soft, wet sound. And then nothing. No yelp. No whimper. Just silence and the truck idling in the driveway."

Sylvia stood. The chair scraped against the stage floor. She walked three steps, stopped, turned back with a toss of her hair.

"He came inside tracking blood on his boots. Sat down at the kitchen table. Put his head in his hands. And do you know what he said? He said, 'That damn dog shouldn't have been sleeping there.'"

Her laugh came out explosive, jarring.

"Not sorry! Not even sad. Just blame. Always blame! Everyone's fault but his! The dog's fault for sleeping in the wrong place. Mama's fault for not keeping the dog inside. My fault for loving something he broke!"

She crossed her arms tight against her chest, pushing up that famous cleavage.

"I buried Biscuit myself the next morning. Wrapped him in my baby blanket, the one with the yellow ducks. Put him under the apple tree at the edge of the property. And I made myself a promise."

Her eyes narrowed as she got ready to deliver her ending line.

"I would never forgive him! NEVER!"

Sylvia held her pose for a triumphant moment, then took a deep breath and found my eyes. There was a satisfied smile on her face. It faded when she saw me frowning.

"Didn't you like it?" she asked, puzzled.

I paused, collecting my thoughts.

How do I say this?

Sylvia's acting was gratingly fake. She'd been much better at the table read, but must have decided to amp up the drama in her monologue.

The result was not good.

Sylvia was dedicated and focused, but the harsh reality was that she just wasn't equipped to play a character this complicated.

As her director, it's my job to give her the tools she needs.

"The effort is there," I said carefully. "Your commitment is obvious. But I don't think this approach is right for Janet."

Sylvia's spine went rigid.

"What do you mean, not right? I've been working on this monologue for weeks. I know every beat, every pause."

"I can see that."

"Then what's the problem?"

Her voice had that edge I recognized from our first video call. The diva was re-surfacing.

I reminded myself who I was dealing with. Sylvia Laurentis had grown up in the heart of Hollywood royalty. Her father Bryce Peterson had opened every door for her, smoothed every path.

Directors had always been telling her how wonderful she was, how brilliant, how perfect. Just smile wide and jiggle those tits, baby! She had never been pushed, never been told that her acting instincts might be wrong.

This was going to require finesse.

"Look around," I said, gesturing at the darkened seats surrounding us. "This is a black box theatre. Ninety-nine seats. The audience will be on three sides of you, close enough to touch. Close enough to see every blink, every breath."

Sylvia's eyes followed my hand, taking in the intimate space.

"What works in a two-thousand-seat auditorium overwhelms in a space like this," I continued. "The big gestures, the projected voice. It reads as fake. Forced. You need to make it small, intimate... just like this stage. And here's the thing. That intimate style? It's exactly what translates to film. And who is this whole thing for?"

Something shifted in her expression. The defensiveness retreated slightly.

"The producers," she said slowly. "They're coming to see if I can carry the movie version."

"Exactly. They're not looking for theatrical fireworks. They want to see subtlety. Nuance. The kind of performance that works in a tight close-up."

Sylvia nodded. I felt her opening herself up again. Time to push a little further.

"There's something else," I said. "What you just showed me was a performance."

Her eyes narrowed.

"Of course it was a performance. That's what acting is."

"No. What you did was display what you think Janet would do. The poses, the hair toss, the theatrical laugh. You were showing me Janet from the outside. But the best actors don't display their characters. They inhabit them. They let the character emerge from somewhere real."

"Oh please," Sylvia sneered. "Not this method actor bullshit."

"That's not what I'm saying."

"Sweetie, I worked with Daniel Vancke on Burning Sky Lights. You know what he did? He refused to break character for three months. Made everyone call him by his character's name. Threw a chair at the director because his character would have thrown a chair. Vancke was a complete asshole to everyone on set, and you know what? His performance was mediocre anyway."

"I'm not talking about that kind of excess," I said. "Method acting gets a bad reputation because some actors use it as an excuse to behave like children. But the core principle is sound."

"Which is?"

"Authenticity. I've studied Stanislavski, Meisner, Strasberg, Adler. All of them. The techniques differ, but they share one thing. The idea that connecting with your own personal memories and recalled feelings makes a character authentic. Compelling. Real."

"Sounds like therapy, not acting."

"Maybe the best acting requires a little of both."

"Doubt it."

"Look, this play is supposed to show the world that you're a serious dramatic actor," I said. "Right? That's the whole point. To prove you have depth."

"Yes."

Her voice was quiet, her arms crossed. Skeptical, but listening.

"Then trust me. Try a different approach. Let me help you find Janet somewhere real inside yourself, instead of constructing her from the outside."

Sylvia studied my face for a long moment. The air conditioning hummed somewhere in the darkness above us.

"Fine," she said finally. "I'm willing to work with you, Ajax. It's why I hired you. But this better not be some ego trip where you tear down everything I do just to rebuild it your way."

"It's not about my ego. It's about getting rid of yours."

She almost smiled at that. Almost.

"Stay right here," I told her.

I walked backstage into the darkness. The wings of the Old Cannery were cramped, cluttered with lighting rigs and coiled cables.

I found what I was looking for leaning against the back wall. A full-length mirror in a simple wooden frame. Next to it, on a shelf of props, was a plain white button-down shirt. I had placed both items there this morning, hoping I wouldn't need them so soon.

Time was not on our side, though. The producers were coming in four weeks. Sylvia had a long way to go. The traditional slow build of trust between director and actor was a luxury we couldn't afford.

I carried the mirror and shirt back to the stage. Sylvia watched me approach, her eyes tracking my movements like a cat watching a mouse.

"Take off your top," I said, handing her the white shirt. "Put this on instead."

Her manicured eyebrows rose.

"Excuse me?"

"The silk blouse. Take it off. Wear this."

"Ajax, if you wanted to see my tits, you could have just asked nicely."

She was being playful.

I was not.

"I honestly don't give a fuck about your tits, Sylvia. This isn't about that. Focus, please. Trust the process. Do the work."


Chapter 12



Sylvia held my gaze for a long moment, searching for something. Whatever she found made her shrug.

Her fingers moved to the buttons of her blouse. She slipped it off her shoulders, revealing a lace bra that barely contained her F-cup breasts. She took the white shirt, examined it with mild distaste, and put it on.

The transformation was subtle but immediate. Without the expensive silk, without the careful drape of designer fabric, she looked less like a movie star and more like a normal person.

I positioned the mirror in front of her chair, angling it so she would see only herself when she sat down. The stage lights caught the glass, turning it into a bright rectangle.

"What is this about?" Sylvia asked, settling back into her seat.

"Trust me."

I pulled a packet of makeup wipes out of my pocket. Sylvia saw them and flinched backward.

"No."

"Sylvia."

"I said no. I don't go bare-faced in front of anyone."

"This is necessary."

"Why? What purpose does this serve?"

I crouched in front of her, keeping my voice low and steady.

"Janet grew up on a failing farm in rural Eastern Washington. She never had expensive makeup. Never had silk blouses or designer anything. She wore hand-me-downs and whatever her mother could afford at the thrift store. There's even a scene where she describes wearing a pretty dress to school, only to be laughed at by the girl who donated it to Goodwill. Right now, you're trying to find Janet while wrapped in the trappings of Sylvia Laurentis. The luxury, the glamour. All the comfortable barriers you've built between yourself and the world."

Her jaw tightened.

"Those barriers exist for a reason."

"I know. But Janet doesn't have them. And if you want to find her, really find her, you need to strip away what's comfortable. You need to reveal the woman underneath all of it."

Sylvia's breathing had grown shallow. Her eyes darted to the mirror, then back to me.

"This is stupid," she whispered.

"Maybe. Will you try?"

Silence stretched between us. Then, slowly, she nodded.

I brought the wipe to her face. She closed her eyes as I began, gentle strokes across her forehead, her cheeks, her lips.

The foundation came away first, then the subtle contouring, the mascara. With each pass of the cloth, I watched her expression shift from resistance to something softer.

When I pulled back to examine my work, the wipe was smeared with colors.

Sylvia opened her eyes and looked at the cloth. Her clean face was pale. Freckles dotted the bridge of her nose. A few blemishes, some spots on her cheeks. Normal things, usually hidden beneath her makeup.

I positioned the mirror directly in front of Sylvia and stepped to the side, taking a seat where I would be out of her reflection. Now when she looked forward, she saw only herself. Barefaced. Plain-clothed. Exposed in the harsh stage lighting.

Her expression twisted with something like pain. Good. Sylvia Laurentis had posed in front of mirrors her entire life, but always in control. Always presenting. Always performing.

This was different.

I took a deep breath and hoped she could handle what came next. This was a standard exercise I'd done dozens of times, but always with trained stage actors who understood emotional vulnerability as a tool.

Sylvia was different. She was a movie starlet built on surfaces and image.

"There was something about Janet that drew you to her," I said quietly. "Something that made you choose to produce a play by an unknown writer like Marie Almeida. Tell me what that was. Why do you find this character so compelling?"

Sylvia turned to look at me.

"I wanted a vehicle to showcase my dramatic range. The industry sees me as just a pretty face and big boobs, and I needed material that would prove I can handle serious work."

"Don't tell me. Tell yourself."

Her brow furrowed.

"What?"

"Look in the mirror. Answer the question to the woman you see there."

Sylvia's head turned back to face her reflection. She stared at herself for a long moment, her bare lips pressed thin.

"Why are you drawn to Janet?" I prompted again. "Look at yourself and answer honestly."

"Janet is strong," Sylvia said to her reflection, her voice flat, rehearsed. "She's a survivor. She's been through hell and come out the other side. That's what drew me to her. She's compelling because she doesn't let anyone push her around."

"That's not true."

Sylvia's eyes flicked to me.

"Excuse me?"

"Janet isn't strong. Not in the way you're describing. She's bitter. Scared. Deeply lonely. Think about what she does in the first act. Within days of arriving at her father's property, Janet begins a sexual relationship with Kenneth. A married farmer who tends the apple orchards on those fifty-two acres."

Sylvia's reflection shifted uncomfortably.

"Why does Janet do that?" I asked. "Why does she immediately fall into bed with a man she barely knows, a man who belongs to someone else?"

Sylvia was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice had lost some of its defensive edge.

"Because of what you said. She's scared. Deeply lonely. She's looking for connection anywhere she can find it."

"And how does Janet view sex?"

"As the only thing she has to offer."

"Is that something you can relate to?"

The question hung in the air. Sylvia's face contorted in the mirror. The bare skin, stripped of makeup, showed every flicker of emotion. Pain. Anger. And recognition. That, most of all.

Sylvia spun in her chair to face me directly, her eyes blazing.

"Fuck you, Ajax! This is psychobabble bullshit!"

I kept my voice level.

"Don't tell me. Tell yourself."

"What?"

"Turn around. Look in the mirror. Say it to the woman you see there."

Sylvia's chest heaved with shallow breaths. For a moment I thought she might storm off the stage, end the session, maybe fire me on the spot.

But something held her in place. She turned back to face her reflection.

Her lips parted. No sound came out.

She tried again. Nothing.

The silence stretched. I watched her struggle, watched her throat work around words that wouldn't form.

Whatever wall she had built inside herself was too thick to break through with brute force. I needed a different angle.

"What about Janet's relationship with her father?" I asked gently. "Is that something you can relate to?"

Sylvia shrugged, grateful for the redirect.

"I don't think so. Janet's father was abusive. A drunk who killed her dog and never apologized. My father gave me whatever I wanted. Private schools, dance lessons, my first agent when I was sixteen. He opened every door in Hollywood for me."

"You said 'gave.'"

"What?"

"You said your father gave you things."

"So?"

"Gave is an interesting word. Is there anything about your relationship with him that might be mirrored in Janet's relationship with her father?"

Sylvia fell silent. She stared at her reflection, at the bare face and plain shirt, at the woman underneath all the glamour. The stage lights hummed above us. Somewhere in the building, a pipe clanked.

When she finally spoke, her voice was small.

"Janet never got love from her father. Not real love. That's why she's so furious when she discovers he left those fifty-two acres to Cheong. Some stranger Janet has never even met. Some woman who waltzed into her father's life at the end and got what Janet never received. It's one more way her father denied her."

"What might your father have denied you?"

"Nothing." The word came out automatically. "He gave me everything."

"There's that word again. Gave." I leaned forward slightly. "What did you earn from your father, Sylvia? Not what he handed you. What did you work for and receive in return?"

The mirror showed her everything. The way her lower lip trembled. The way her hands gripped the sides of her chair. The way her eyes grew bright and wet.

"Respect," she whispered.

The word cracked something open. I waited.

"He's never respected me," she continued. "Not really. Not as an actress. Not as a person. Just as his daughter. His creation. His little princess to dress up and show off. I've spent my entire career trying to prove I'm more than what he made me, and he still looks at me like I'm playing pretend."

The silence unspooled between us. I let it breathe, let Sylvia sit with the insight as she faced her own reflection, seeing the thread that connected her to the character she was trying to inhabit.

"I don't like this exercise." Her voice was barely audible. "It's making me sick."

"You're stronger than you think. You can get through it."

Sylvia's hand reached out blindly toward me.

"Hold my hand. Please."

I took it. Her fingers wrapped around mine and squeezed tight, desperate, like a lifeline in rough water. Her palm was damp with sweat.

"Let's continue," I said.

Sylvia nodded, ready to continue the work.


Chapter 13



The Old Cannery Theatre looked completely different with all the lights on. Yesterday's moody shadows had vanished, replaced by the harsh glare of work lights that revealed every scuff on the concrete floor, every patch on the black brick walls.

Frankie stood center stage, his massive beard swaying as he gestured broadly at the space around us.

Marie stood to my left, her arms crossed, those thick black-rimmed glasses sliding down her nose as she tilted her head to follow Frankie's movements.

"Three crew members," Frankie said, holding up his fingers. "All reliable. All multi-talented. Been working with them for years."

He pointed to the back entries on either side of the stage.

"Two will work as stagehands, moving the set pieces between scenes. Quick changes, clean transitions. Jenny also handles makeup, and Ian is in charge of props."

"And the third?" I asked.

Frankie turned and pointed to a small booth tucked into the corner of the theatre, barely visible against the black walls.

"That's where the magic happens. Sarah runs lights and sound from there. Everything's controlled from her laptop. She can program cues, adjust levels on the fly, even trigger sound effects with a keystroke."

I glanced at Marie. Her posture had shifted. The defensive crossing of her arms had loosened, and she leaned forward slightly, her eyes tracking the overhead light grid.

"What about the lighting?" she asked. "The script calls for some specific mood shifts. The transition from afternoon to dusk in Act Two, the moonlight scene by the swimming hole."

Frankie grinned, his beard splitting to reveal surprisingly white teeth.

"See those battens up there?" He pointed to the overhead grid where simple cylindrical lights hung in neat rows. "Looks basic, I know. But don't let appearances fool you. My lighting designer works magic with basic lights and gels. We've done everything from natural outdoor to sci-fi neon on this stage. The simplicity is deceptive."

Marie pushed her glasses up and studied the grid more intently.

"What about color temperature? Can you shift from warm to cool within a single scene?"

"Absolutely. Sarah's got an entire library of preset combinations. We can cross-fade between looks seamlessly."

The excitement in Marie's voice was unmistakable now. Her questions came faster, more technical.

I enjoyed watching her transform from the defensive, combative playwright I'd been butting heads with into a fellow theatre geek geeking out over the craft.

"This is impressive," she finally admitted. "I expected something more... bare bones."

Frankie's chest puffed out with obvious pride.

"The Old Cannery may look like a basic black box, but we've used technology as best we can to extend its potential. You'd be surprised what we can accomplish in here. Last spring we did a production that required rain effects and scrim projected backgrounds. Pulled it off without a hitch."

He clasped his hands together, all business now.

"I'll be managing the house and running the tech side of the play personally. My crew and I are the best. All union members with proper certifications. We've got experience with these small productions, tight constraints and tighter budgets. We know how to make every dollar count."

"I'll have the lighting sheet and sound cues to you very soon," I said. "We're still working through some revisions, but we're close."

"As long as we finalize things a week before performance and have at least two full technical rehearsals, we'll be set." Frankie scratched his beard thoughtfully. "From what I've read, the play seems very straightforward. Minimal lighting cues, simple sound design. Nothing that should give us trouble."

"That's intentional," I said. "I'm working hard to keep things as simple as possible for the tech crew. The focus should be on the performances, not flashy effects."

"How refreshingly minimalist." Marie's voice dripped with irony. "Strip away everything until there's nothing left to distract from your vision."

Frankie's eyebrow climbed toward his receding hairline. He looked between us, clearly sensing the undercurrent.

I felt that familiar irritation flare in my chest.

Goddamn it, here we go again.

Working with Marie on the script had been an exercise in frustration. Every suggested cut, every proposed revision, every note on pacing had been met with resistance. Not thoughtful pushback based on artistic merit, but knee-jerk defensiveness.

She fought me over every word, every comma, every stage direction. And I was beginning to suspect it had nothing to do with the quality of my suggestions and everything to do with territory. She wanted to assert her artistic vision, to establish dominance in the collaboration.

The worst part was that she was formidably smart. Her arguments were always articulate, always well-reasoned on the surface. But underneath the eloquent Portuguese-accented English, I could hear the actual message: This is my play, and you're just the hired help.

I swallowed my response and turned back to Frankie.

"Tell me about the minimalist sets. What are we working with?"

Frankie seized the change of subject like a drowning man grabbing a life preserver.

"Three set pieces are being constructed as we speak. The porch of the cabin, the apple orchard, and the swimming hole."

He walked us through the stage space, showing where each would be positioned.

"The flats are being painted now. They'll be mounted on rolling frames so my crew can set them up easily between scenes. Quick in, quick out. Jenny and Ian have done this hundreds of times."

"And the transition times?" I asked. "How long are we looking at?"

"Thirty seconds, maybe forty-five if we're being careful. Short enough that we won't lose the audience, long enough that we're not rushing and making mistakes."

I rubbed my chin, working the transitions in my mind. Frankie planted his feet and squared his shoulders, nodding confidently.

"We're good, you can count on that. My two stagehands and I will manage it beautifully. You worry about the actors. We'll handle the rest."

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Frankie pulled it out, squinted at the screen, and grunted.

"I've got to go welcome a new artist who's moving in upstairs," he said, already turning toward the main entry doors. "Studio space on the second floor. Painter, I think. Or maybe a sculptor. Hard to keep track."

Marie and I both stepped forward to shake his hand. His grip was warm and calloused, the hand of someone who worked for a living.

"Looking forward to doing this play," Frankie said, his eyes crinkling with genuine enthusiasm. "It's a good script. Going to be a good show."

He pushed through the heavy doors and disappeared into the lobby, his footsteps echoing briefly before fading to silence.

Marie and I stood in the middle of the empty stage, surrounded by black brick walls and harsh light, the silence stretching between us. The theatre felt suddenly smaller with just the two of us in it.

I walked to the far left of the stage where a few folding chairs had been stacked against the wall. I grabbed one, unfolded it, and sat down. The black brick walls absorbed the sound of my movements, creating that peculiar hushed quality unique to small theatre spaces.

I studied the stage from this angle. The sight lines were tighter than I'd expected. Anyone sitting here would have a partially obstructed view of the upstage right corner.

I stood, moved to center stage, and sat again. Better. The whole playing space opened up from here. But audiences don't all sit in the center.

I rose and started walking toward the right side of the house.

"What are you doing?"

Marie's voice cut through the silence. She hadn't moved from her spot near the back, her arms crossed again, watching me with those sharp eyes behind her thick frames.

"Sight lines," I said, continuing on my path. "With audience on three sides this close to the playing space, blocking gets tricky. I need to understand what each section can and can't see. If Sylvia delivers her big monologue facing stage left, we lose a third of the house."

I sat in a chair on the far right and scanned the stage. Same problem as the left side, just mirrored.

"Is that the kind of thing they taught you at Gorst?"

Marie's tone was neutral, but something lurked beneath the surface.

"Gorst taught me to work in any space. Basements. Black boxes like this. Two-thousand-seat proscenium houses. Church gymnasiums." I stood and walked back toward the center. "The principles are the same. The execution changes."

"Gorst's MFA program was really that rigorous?"

"Yes, it was. The faculty are as brilliant as they are demanding. The facilities are unmatched. Gorst University's theatre reputation is well earned."

Marie let out a small, humorless laugh.

"Must have been nice. Having the money to attend such an expensive school as Gorst."

I stopped mid-stride.

"I'm sorry. What?"

"Nothing." She shrugged, but the words were out there, hanging between us. "Just an observation."

I turned to face her fully.

"You think I come from money? That I'm some kind of privileged rich kid because I got my MFA from Gorst?"

Marie's chin lifted slightly. Her eyes were defiant.

"I know all about that MFA program. I applied to Gorst. Got accepted to their playwriting program, actually. I had to turn it down because I couldn't afford the tuition."

Her accent thickened slightly, the Brazilian roots showing through.

"My parents immigrated from São Paulo. They worked themselves to death just to reach barely middle-class. I didn't have the financial resources you must have had."

I laughed. I couldn't help it. The sound echoed off the black walls. Marie's expression shifted from defensive to confused.

"You find that funny?"

"I find it hilarious." I shook my head, still chuckling. "Marie, I was raised by a single mother who cleaned hotel rooms and waited tables. Sometimes both on the same day. We fed ourselves with food stamps and lived in apartments with roaches. Like Janet, I wore secondhand clothes all through my school years."

"You're exaggerating." Her skepticism was sharp. "I know for a fact Gorst doesn't offer scholarships for their MFA program. It's something they're notorious for. The tuition is astronomical and they don't help anyone pay it."

"That's true. They don't."

I walked closer to her, close enough to see the uncertainty flickering behind her glasses.

"My tuition was covered by the Meridiene Foundation," I said quietly. "It's a grant program specifically for children of single mothers pursuing graduate degrees. I spent six months on that application. Wrote essays about growing up poor, about watching my mom work double shifts, about how theatre saved my life. Without that grant, I never could have afforded Gorst. Not in a million years."

Marie's arms slowly uncrossed. Her posture shifted, the rigid defensiveness softening into something more uncertain.

"I'm not sure I believe you," she said.

"Why the hell would I lie about something like that?"

"I don't know. I don't know you. I don't know what kind of man you are."

"That's true," I said slowly. "You don't know me. At all."


Chapter 14



Marie was quiet for a long moment. Her fingers found the hem of her blouse and twisted the fabric.

"So all this time," I said, "the hostility, the pushback on every single note, fighting me over every comma in your script. Was that because you thought I was some rich dilettante playing at being a director?"

"It's possible," she admitted. "That was part of it."

"And the other part?"

She pushed her glasses up, a nervous gesture I'd come to recognize.

"Maybe I felt a little inadequate. You graduated from one of the best MFA programs in America. I went to Cedar State. It's not exactly the same pedigree."

I laughed again, but softer this time.

"That Gorst degree has opened exactly zero doors for me. You want to know what I do when I'm not directing plays for wealthy actresses? I work as a security guard at a warehouse. Night shift for the extra money. And on weekends I teach Taekwondo to seven-year-olds with their helicopter parents."

"Taekwondo? Wow. So you're some kind of martial arts warrior?"

"I do stage combat. I leave the real stuff to the steroid boys at the gym."

"My brother is a brown belt in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu," Marie said. "Maybe he can teach you something."

"He can teach me how to tap out, which is all I'd be able to do."

"Yes, that's probably true."

The teasing tone in her voice was a welcome relief from the antagonism I'd dealt with over the last few days. I was grateful for the change.

I was also noticing again how pretty Marie was when she smiled.

"Look, since we're here," I said, "this might be a good time to finalize the script. Go through the last round of changes together? That way I can finalize the lighting and sound cues for Frankie."

Marie nodded slowly.

"That sounds productive. But I'm starving. Mind if we order food first?"

"Not at all."

"Thai okay?"

"I love Thai food."

Her face brightened.

"There's this place about ten minutes from here. They make the best pad see ew you've ever tasted. The noodles are perfect, and they don't skimp on the Chinese broccoli."

"Sold."

Marie pulled out her phone and started tapping at the screen, her attention absorbed by the menu.

I took the opportunity to explore backstage. Behind the black curtains I found a storage area cluttered with the detritus of past productions. Folding chairs stacked against the wall. A battered wooden lectern. And tucked in the corner, a folding table that looked sturdy enough for our purposes.

I carried the table out to the performance area and set it up center stage. The legs squeaked as I locked them into place. Two folding chairs and we had a makeshift workspace under the harsh work lights.

Marie finished her order and joined me at the table. She sat across from me, her script clutched to her chest like a shield.

Silence settled between us.

But it was a different silence than before. The hostility had drained away, leaving something uncertain in its place.

Marie seemed almost shy now, her eyes darting around the empty theatre rather than meeting mine directly. She tucked a strand of messy hair behind her ear.

"Ready to finalize this?" I asked.

She nodded and slid a new copy of the script across the table toward me. The pages were crisp, her neat cursive filling the margins.

I pulled the script closer and opened to the first page. Despite the shift in atmosphere, I braced myself for another round of contentious negotiations. Every previous session had been a battle. Every cut challenged. Every revision debated. I steeled myself for the fight.

Marie watched me intently as I began reading. I could feel her gaze on my face, scrutinizing my reactions like a scientist studying an experiment. I tried to keep my expression placid, giving nothing away.

I read the second scene. Then the third.

My eyebrows climbed despite my efforts to remain impassive.

By the time I reached the end of Act One, I couldn't hide my surprise anymore. I flipped faster now, scanning the pages, checking and rechecking what I was seeing.

Marie had accepted my changes.

Not some of them. Not most of them.

Almost all of them.

The tightened dialogue in scene two. The restructured blocking for the orchard confrontation. The trimmed exposition in Janet's backstory. Every note I'd fought for over the past several days was incorporated into the final performance script.

I set the script aside and looked at Marie.

"Surprised?"

She asked the question quietly, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

"Honestly? Yes." I tapped the stack of pages. "I expected to spend the next three hours arguing over semicolons. What changed?"

Marie removed her glasses and cleaned them on her sleeve, the gesture buying her a moment to collect her thoughts.

"Working with you these last few days," she said slowly, "I realized you were right. About the changes that needed to be made."

She put her glasses back on and met my eyes.

"I wanted to fight for my vision. Every word of this script came out of my heart and my experiences as an immigrant. It felt like you were asking me to cut pieces of myself away."

"But?"

"But I also want this performance to succeed. I want audiences to feel what I felt when I wrote it." She let out a long breath. "So I put aside my ego. As hard as that was. And I accepted that you knew what you were doing."

I was moved by the admission. It took guts for someone as proud and defensive as Marie to acknowledge that.

"Thank you," I said. "For trusting my vision. This really is a brilliant play, Marie. The bones are incredible. The emotional core is devastating. All my changes were about making sure audiences could access what you created."

She nodded, accepting the compliment with a small smile.

I hesitated, then pointed to a section near the end of the script.

"There's one change you made that I didn't suggest. You shortened Janet's monologue in Act Two. Cut almost a full page."

Marie's expression shifted, becoming guarded again.

"I know this production is a showcase for Sylvia. She's financing it to prove she can do serious dramatic work." Marie paused. "I think her limited dramatic skills would be better served by a more manageable length. Less chance for her to lose the emotionality."

I considered her words. A few days ago I would have agreed completely. Sylvia's reputation preceded her. The tabloid stories. The on-set tantrums. The string of forgettable performances in forgettable films where her only job was to look beautiful and deliver clichés.

"I thought the same thing," I said. "Until I worked with her on that first monologue."

Marie's skepticism was immediate. Her eyebrows rose behind her glasses.

"We had a breakthrough the other day," I continued. "Something unlocked in her. She accessed authentic emotion, real vulnerability. I think I can guide her to making a deeper connection with Janet than anyone expects."

"You really believe that?" The doubt in Marie's voice was heavy. "This is Sylvia Laurentis we're talking about. The woman whose most acclaimed performance was taking her clothes off in that submarine movie."

"I know how it sounds. But trust me on this. There's more to her than the sex kitten persona. I've seen it."

Marie was quiet for a long moment. She picked up the script and flipped to the monologue, reading over the full-length version.

"We can leave it in for now," she finally said. "See how rehearsals go. If she can't handle it, we cut back."

"Fair enough."

Marie closed the script and set it aside. She fidgeted with her glasses again, that nervous habit surfacing.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Were you telling the truth? About not having sex with Sylvia?"

The question caught me off guard. I met her eyes, holding her gaze steadily.

"I'm not sleeping with Sylvia. I'm here to work on this play and do my best for both of you. That's it."

Marie nodded slowly, but she didn't look away. Something was working behind her eyes.

"It must be tempting though," she said. "You must think about it? Sex with Sylvia, I mean."

I let out a small laugh.

"It's impossible to ignore someone as beautiful and sexy as Sylvia Laurentis. I'd have to be dead not to notice. But I try to focus on the work."

"I understand that."

Marie's voice had dropped, becoming softer. More intimate.

"I'm attracted to her too," she said quietly, pushing her glasses up. "Sylvia, I mean. I've always preferred women to men. Especially feminine women. Women like her. Glamorous and dazzling, you know?"

The confession hung between us. I felt the tension in the room shift again, some new current flowing underneath our conversation.

"I can understand the attraction," I said.

"I broke up with my girlfriend just a few weeks ago. Maybe that's why I've been so... tense. Perhaps my personal issues colored my initial opinion of you. I really do want to collaborate with you on this, AJ."

"I want that too, Marie."

We held eye contact. The silence stretched, charged with something I couldn't quite name. Marie's lips parted slightly, as if she wanted to say more but couldn't find the words.

I found myself thinking like a director. Analyzing the subtext. Why had Marie suddenly volunteered that information? Was she trying to draw a reaction from me? Testing the waters? Gauging my interest in her?

Or was I reading something into nothing?

Her phone buzzed loudly on the table, shattering the moment. Marie blinked and looked down at the screen.

"Food's here. The driver's outside."

"After how much you hyped up this place, I'm looking forward to trying it," I said, grateful for the shift back to safer ground.

"I'm sure you'll like it."

Marie stood, tucking her phone into her pocket. She paused at the edge of the stage, looking back at me over her shoulder.

"I'm so much hungrier than I realized."

The way she said it, the way her eyes lingered on mine before she turned toward the exit...

I sat very still in my folding chair, alone on the empty stage, wondering if Marie was only talking about Thai food.


Chapter 15



The morning sun beat down on the pool deck, heat shimmering off the flagstones. I sat in a cushioned lounge chair, watching Sylvia cut through the water.

Her body moved with fluid grace, arms pulling, legs kicking, each lap executed with the precision of someone who had spent years maintaining their physique. Sunlight caught the spray from her movements, scattering crumbs of light across the pool's surface.

Edwina appeared at my elbow, a fresh glass of sparkling water on her tray. Condensation beaded on the crystal.

"Thank you, Edwina."

"Of course, AJ." She set the glass on the small table beside me. "I placed your package in Miss Sylvia's bedroom, as you asked."

"Perfect. I appreciate that."

She reached into her pocket and produced a set of keys, pressing them into my palm with a warm smile.

"Here are the car keys, as you asked. Though I must admit, the thought of Sylvia Laurentis riding in my little Honda Civic?" A laugh escaped her. "The paparazzi would have a field day."

"It's always good to have new experiences."

Edwina shook her head, still chuckling.

I turned my attention back to the pool just as Sylvia reached the far wall. She touched the edge, then rose from the water like some goddess emerging from the sea.

Her emerald bikini clung to her curves as water streamed down her flat stomach, tracing the lines of her hips, dripping from the swell of her breasts. Her red hair was slicked back, darkened by the water while droplets caught the light on her shoulders and collarbone.

She knew I was watching. The way she moved up the pool steps, the deliberate roll of her hips, the arch of her back as she pushed wet strands from her face.

This was performance. Seduction as second nature, a reflex honed by years of using her beauty to dazzle men. I understood it now, understood her character motivation. That overpowering sexuality was armor and weapon both.

But getting Sylvia beyond these automatic responses was what would make her performance truly special. We had made genuine progress on expanding her emotional range these past few days. Now it was time to push further.

Edwina approached Sylvia with a thick white towel. Sylvia accepted it, dabbing at her neck, her arms, all while keeping her eyes on mine.

Still performing. Still preening.

I watched with a director's detachment, cataloging her movements as if she were a character in a play I was staging. The tilt of her chin. The calculated smile. The way she angled her body to catch the light.

She settled into the lounge chair beside me, crossing her long legs at the ankles.

"So, sweetie." Her voice was a purr. "What do you have planned for me today? More mirror work?"

"Something different," I said. "An exercise I think will help you access a deeper connection to Janet. Something more personal."

Sylvia's eyes lit up. She had risen to the challenge and was eager for more.

"I'm ready to tackle it. Whatever you need from me."

I nodded reassuringly. Inside, I hoped Sylvia would be brave enough to go where I was leading her. It would be a shock for her, but one that she needed to grow as an actor.

Time to push her boundaries.

An hour later, I was sitting in Sylvia's bedroom. The luxurious furnishings included a huge four-poster bed draped in gauzy silk curtains. A massive antique French dresser and a full-length gilded mirror dominated one side of the room.

This is less like an actual bedroom and more like the movie set of a bedroom.

It seemed to fit the character of Sylvia. Always on set, always performing... and always adored. It was a pampered existence that had stifled her growth for too long.

The bathroom door opened, and Sylvia emerged in a short silk robe that barely reached mid-thigh. Her hair hung wet around her shoulders, face scrubbed clean of makeup as I'd requested.

Without the carefully applied cosmetics, she looked years younger. Fresh, almost vulnerable. The freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks were visible now, tiny imperfections that the camera never saw.

But the robe did nothing to hide the rest of her. The silk clung to her damp skin, outlining the swell of her massive breasts, the deep valley of her cleavage. When she moved, the fabric shifted, revealing glimpses of creamy thigh.

Her body remained as distracting as ever, challenging my focus as much as I challenged her.

Sylvia spotted the cardboard boxes beside my chair and raised an eyebrow.

"What do you have in store for me today, sweetie?"

I gestured for her to sit on the edge of the bed across from me.

"First, I want to say how impressed I am. You've already memorized all your lines for the play. That kind of dedication speaks volumes."

A pleased smile crossed her face.

"I've been running them every night before bed."

"It shows. But here's the thing." I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "Lines are just words on paper until an actor breathes life into them. Anyone can memorize dialogue. The real work is what happens underneath."

Sylvia nodded, her expression growing serious.

"Your mirror work has been paying off. I can see you connecting to Janet in ways you weren't before. The emotional availability is improving." I paused. "But I know there's so much more you can bring to this role. Depths we haven't even touched yet."

"Tell me what I need to do."

"I have an exercise. Something I've used with several actors in the past when they needed to break through to the next level. It's designed to push you out of your comfort zone." I held her gaze. "I won't lie to you. It's challenging."

Sylvia straightened her shoulders. That familiar determination hardened her jaw.

"You're here because I asked you to help me grow as an actor. I'm ready for whatever challenge you throw at me."

I studied her face for a long moment, searching for any hesitation. I found none.

"Okay. So, what I want is for you to experience things Janet has faced her entire life. Things you haven't. Imagination can only take us so far."

Recognition flickered in her eyes.

"Like research! When I did that submarine movie, I spent several days with female sailors. Living with them, eating with them, learning their routines. I know exactly what you mean."

"Well, yes... but not quite. That kind of work is valuable, but it only gets you the external reality of a character. Their job, their daily habits, what food they eat. Surface details." I tapped my chest. "What we're after is deeper. The interior landscape. Emotions and motivations that live in the bones."

Sylvia's brow furrowed slightly.

"To access that level of truth, you need to adopt a new persona," I continued. "Not just observe someone else's life, but actually live differently yourself. Even if only for a short time."

The silk robe shifted as she adjusted her position on the bed. Water dripped from her hair onto her collarbone, tracing a slow path down toward the swell of her breasts. For once, she didn't seem to notice.

"A new persona," she repeated, testing the words.

"Janet grew up poor. She's spent her whole life being overlooked, dismissed, invisible. Those experiences shaped everything about who she is. How she moves through the world. How she relates to other people. You've never known that reality. And no amount of imagination will give you access to those feelings. But we can change that, if you're ready."

Sylvia's green eyes met mine, steady and unafraid.

"I'm ready."

"Okay. Then let's start. Take off that robe."


Chapter 16



Sylvia didn't make a snarky joke this time. We'd gone past that.

Instead, she rose from the bed with the easy grace of someone accustomed to being watched. Her fingers found the silk tie at her waist, and she pulled it loose with deliberate slowness.

The robe parted, revealing a strip of pale skin from throat to navel. She let it hang open for a moment, green eyes locked on mine, gauging my reaction.

When I gave none, she shrugged the silk from her shoulders. It pooled at her feet in a whisper of fabric.

She stood before me completely nude, water still glistening on her skin from the shower. Her body was as incredible in real life as it was on screen. Those huge, firm breasts with dark nipples already peaked from the cool air. The dramatic curve of her waist flowing into wide hips. Long, toned legs that seemed to go on forever.

Sylvia cocked her hip, striking a pose as natural to her as breathing. A playful smile tugged at her lips, waiting for me to acknowledge what she was offering.

Again, I kept my expression neutral. I held her gaze, ignoring her body, staying calm and professional.

Confusion flickered across Sylvia's gorgeous face. She ran a hand slowly across her flat stomach, drawing my attention downward.

"My stylist waxes me completely, but I always have her leave a little triangle here."

Her fingers traced the neat patch of auburn hair covering her mound.

"The red looks so pretty against my skin, don't you think?"

She looked up at me through her lashes, expectant.

I didn't answer. Instead, I reached into the cardboard box beside my chair and pulled out a plain white undershirt. Cotton. Generic. The kind you could buy in a pack of three at any discount store.

"Put this on."

Sylvia blinked. Whatever reaction she had been expecting, this wasn't it. She took the shirt from my hands, turning it over as if it might transform into something more appropriate for a woman of her status.

"Just... put it on?"

"That's right."

She pulled it over her head. The fabric hung loose on her frame, shapeless and unflattering. Sylvia turned toward the gilded full-length mirror, examining her reflection with obvious displeasure.

I crossed the room and grabbed the mirror's ornate frame, rotating it to face the wall.

"You won't need that while I'm dressing you."

"Dressing me?"

Her voice carried a note of uncertainty now. I returned to the cardboard boxes.

"Edwina fetched these items from a theatre supply warehouse in Seattle. A woman named Yvette works there. She knew exactly what I needed."

From the larger box, I lifted a flesh-colored garment. Padding bulged from its surface in carefully sculpted layers, designed to add thirty or forty pounds to the wearer's appearance.

Sylvia's brow furrowed.

"What is that?"

"Trust me." I carried it to her. "Arms up."

She complied, and I worked the fat suit over her head, settling it onto her shoulders, adjusting the straps.

The transformation was immediate. Her famous figure vanished beneath the padding. Where there had been dramatic curves, there was now just shapeless bulk.

I watched her face as the reality of what was happening sank in. Her lips parted. Color drained from her cheeks. Something close to panic flashed in her green eyes as she looked down at herself, at this foreign body that had swallowed her own.

"Ajax..."

"I know." I kept my voice gentle. "This is uncomfortable. That discomfort is the point."

I pulled plain cotton underwear from the box. White, practical, the kind that came from Walmart.

"Put these on."

Her hands trembled slightly as she stepped into them.

Next came the clothes. I had made a special trip with Edwina two days ago. The pants were men's khakis, several sizes too large, frayed and worn at the knees, held up with a cracked patent leather belt. The shirts were oversized, faded things with stretched collars and mysterious stains.

Sylvia stared at them like I was handing her a dead animal. She wrinkled her nose, pulling her head back.

"Why do they smell so bad?"

"I sprayed them with some cheap beer. Rubbed onions on them." I held them out. "Body odor. The kind that comes from not being able to afford laundry, or not having anywhere to do it."

She took the clothes, grimacing.

"Put them on."

One piece at a time, Sylvia dressed herself in poverty. She was shapeless, a blob. I could see the discomfort in her eyes.

Discomfort is a good sign. They are growing pains for an actor.

I instructed Sylvia to sit in the chair. I tilted her chin up and ran the back of my hand across her smooth skin.

"Your freckles are charming," I told her. "You should show them off more."

"I've been hiding them since I was old enough to wear makeup," she said, offering me a wan smile.

"You're very pretty, Sylvia. But Janet is not. Let's get you closer to her than to Sylvia Laurentis."

Sylvia nodded. She folded her hands in her lap and waited patiently for me to begin. Her trust in me was clear. I knew I had to validate that trust if Sylvia was to progress.

I opened the makeup case and got to work.

First came the foundation, several shades darker than her natural porcelain complexion. I blended it unevenly, leaving patches and streaks that suggested sun damage and neglect. Sponges dabbed purple-gray shadows beneath her eyes, the kind that came from sleepless nights and chronic exhaustion.

"Hold still."

I used a fine brush to add broken capillaries across her nose and cheeks. Red spidery lines that spoke of stress, of bad diet, of a life lived hard. A darker shade hollowed out her cheekbones, aging her by a decade.

Her lips came next. I applied a dull, chapped texture over their natural fullness, cracking the color at the corners. Brown pencil added stains to her teeth when she smiled.

My education at Gorst University had been extensive. The makeup and costuming courses had paid off. Sylvia sat motionless through all of it, her breathing shallow.

"Now comes the finishing touch," I said.

The wig was mousy brown, lank and lifeless. I'd worked Vaseline through several strands, clumping them together in greasy ropes that hung limply. The wig smelled faintly of petroleum and unwashed hair.

I settled it over Sylvia's red locks, tucking stray hairs beneath the cap. Then came a dirty baseball cap, faded blue with a tattered brim. I pulled it low over Sylvia's forehead.

"There. You are transformed, externally at least. Ready for the next step?"

"Ready," she said, her voice strong and determined. "You're getting the mirror?"

"No. No more mirror work, not today."

"Then what are we doing?"

"Finding a new persona for you."


Chapter 17



Half an hour later, we were parked in a back alley in downtown Seattle. We were in Edwina's Honda Civic. Sylvia hunched over in her seat, a scared look on her face.

"I don't know if I can do this," she said quietly.

"I won't force you to do anything," I said. "But I do think you need to challenge yourself. Your growth as an actor is limited only by your fears."

"That sounds like more method actor psychobabble," she sneered.

"You know it's not," I said calmly, knowing she was lashing out only because she was afraid.

Sylvia took several deep breaths, her hands clenching into fists. She turned to face me, searching my eyes.

"I'll be behind you the whole time," I assured her.

"People will recognize me," she muttered.

"They won't, I promise. Most people are in their own worlds. You will be just a part of the urban scenery."

She studied me closely, looking for any sign of deceit in my eyes. I held her gaze, letting her find her own resolve.

"Okay," she finally whispered. "Let's fucking do this."

Sylvia stepped out of the car, her movements hesitant. The baggy clothes and messy wig transformed her completely. No trace of the glamorous movie star remained. She looked like any other person down on their luck, invisible to the world that usually adored her.

I followed Sylvia at a distance, close enough to intervene if needed but far enough to let her experience this fully.

We emerged from the alley onto Third Avenue, the heart of Seattle's financial district. Men and women in expensive suits rushed past, eyes fixed on phones or the middle distance.

Nobody spared Sylvia a glance.

She stood frozen for a moment, watching the rush of people flow around her. Her posture was still impeccable, showing off her five-foot-ten frame. The confidence she wore like armor was still with her.

A middle-aged man in a charcoal suit approached, briefcase swinging. Sylvia boldly stepped toward him.

"Excuse me, sir, could you spare some--"

"Fuck off, tranny."

The words came out flat, automatic. He didn't even break stride.

Sylvia flinched as if she'd been slapped. She turned to look at me, her eyes wide with shock.

In that moment, I saw the sheltered life she'd led reflected back at me. Nobody had ever spoken to her that way. Not the daughter of Bryce Peterson. Not the beautiful Sylvia Laurentis.

I gave her a small nod. Keep going.

She swallowed hard and turned back to the crowd. A younger woman in yoga pants walked past, earbuds in, eyes glazed. Sylvia opened her mouth but the woman never even registered her presence.

Two men in matching blue ties brushed past, deep in conversation about quarterly projections. Sylvia tried to catch their eye. Nothing. She might as well have been a fire hydrant.

An older gentleman with silver hair glanced at her, then quickly away. His pace increased.

A woman in a red power suit actually crossed to the other side of the sidewalk when Sylvia approached.

I watched the transformation happen in real time. Sylvia's posture changed. Her movements became more tentative. She stopped reaching out and started shrinking back. The weight of being invisible pressed down on her.

An hour passed. Then another. Sylvia shuffled down the street, growing smaller with each step.

At the entrance to a high-rise, a security guard stepped out of the lobby, pointing at her.

"Move along. No panhandling here."

"I was just--"

"Move. Along."

Sylvia shuffled away, and I saw her wipe at her eyes with the back of her hand. It looked like she was about to break down.

Then an older Asian woman stopped. She wore a simple summer cardigan over a floral blouse, a canvas tote bag hanging from her shoulder. Gray streaked her black hair, pulled back in a practical bun.

"You need help?"

Her accent was thick but warm. Sylvia nodded, unable to speak.

The woman reached into her purse and pulled out a few crumpled bills. She pressed them into Sylvia's palm, then paused. She dug into her tote bag and produced a red apple.

"You eat something, okay? Take care of yourself."

Sylvia's hand closed around the apple. Her lower lip trembled. The gratitude on her face was so raw, so genuine, that my chest tightened.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you so much."

The woman patted Sylvia's arm and continued on her way, disappearing into the crowd of suits and smartphones.

Sylvia stood there, holding the apple like it was made of gold. She looked down at it, then up at the sky, blinking rapidly.

I felt a swell of pride watching her. She could have quit after that first rejection. Could have demanded that I take her home.

Instead, she stayed. She pushed through the humiliation and the invisibility. She found something real.

Sylvia tucked the apple into her pocket and moved further down the street.

A businessman in a tailored overcoat swept past without acknowledging her existence.

A young couple, hands intertwined, veered around her like she was a pothole to avoid.

A jogger in neon spandex nearly clipped her shoulder, not bothering to adjust course.

Each interaction chipped away at something. I could see it in the way Sylvia's shoulders drooped lower, the way her steps became smaller and more uncertain.

But this wasn't Sylvia shrinking away. This was Sylvia leaning into the exercise. The invisible woman learning what invisible meant.

By now, we had reached a neglected part of downtown. Only a few people passed by on the grimy street. Sylvia approached a chubby guy in a wrinkled polo shirt, khakis straining at the waist.

Something about him set off alarms in my head before he even opened his mouth. The way his eyes moved. The slight forward lean of his body. It was all predatory.

He smiled at Sylvia. Not a kind smile, a hungry one. His gaze crawled over her, lingering in places that made my hands curl into fists.

"Hey there," he said, his voice oily. "You look like you could use some help."

Before Sylvia could respond, he grabbed her arm. His fingers dug into her biceps as he tried to steer her toward a narrow alley between two buildings.

"Come on, I know a place you can--"

Fear and rage exploded in my chest. I was moving before I consciously decided to, closing the distance in three long strides. My hand shot out and slapped his grip off Sylvia's arm with enough force to make him stumble.

"What the fuck?"

He spun to face me, anger twisting his features.

I stepped closer, using every inch of my six-two frame to loom over him. My voice came out low and angry, barely controlled.

"Walk away right now. Or I will fuck you up."

His eyes traveled up to my face, taking in my expression. Whatever he saw there drained the color from his cheeks. He backed up, hands raised, gaze dropping to the sidewalk.

"Okay, okay. Jesus. Just being friendly."

He scurried off down the street, disappearing around a corner without looking back.

I turned to Sylvia. Her face had gone pale beneath the grime we'd applied earlier.

"You okay?"

She nodded, but her hands were shaking.

"I'm fine. That was just... unexpected."

"I think you've done enough here."

"Okay."

"You did well today." I kept my voice gentle. "Really well."

Sylvia took a steadying breath.

"I understand why you wanted me to do this. Janet wouldn't have frozen with that man. She would have seen dozens like him. Known how to spot them, how to avoid them."

"Exactly."

"I've been playing at being desperate. But I never understood what desperation actually feels like. The vulnerability. The way people look through you, or worse, the way some of them look at you."

Pride swelled in my chest. She was getting it. I could see the change in her eyes.

"I'm proud of you, Sylvia."

"Thank you, Ajax."

"There's one more thing I want you to do, though. It might be harder than this."

Her green eyes met mine, still shaken but resolute.

"I trust you. Whatever you have in mind."

We made the long walk back to Edwina's Honda. I drove us to the waterfront, the familiar smell of the tide flats and seaweed drifting through the cracked window.

I parked a block away from Thornwood & Salt, its elegant facade visible in the distance.

Sylvia frowned.

"What are we doing here?"

"This is your safe space," I said. "A comfortable place where everyone knows you. Where they treat you like family."

"Sure. I've been dining here for years. Since I moved to Seattle permanently, they practically roll out the red carpet when I walk in."

"Then they should have no problem giving you a glass of water and letting you use their restroom."

I watched comprehension dawn on her face. Her jaw tightened.

"You want me to go in there. Like this."

"I'll wait here. No need for me to follow. Just embrace your persona. Don't cheat by letting them know it's you."

She hesitated, her hand on the door handle. Something flickered across her expression. Fear, maybe. Or determination. Hard to tell which.

She nodded once and stepped out of the car.

I felt another surge of pride watching her walk toward the restaurant. She wasn't striding with her usual confident grace. Instead, she shuffled, shoulders hunched, head slightly bowed.

The transformation was complete. She had become a different woman.

Sylvia pushed through the heavy wooden doors and disappeared inside. I exhaled slowly, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. Would she commit to staying in character? To resist the comfort of familiar faces and warm recognition?

After everything I'd seen today, I believed she would.

Minutes passed. The evening crowd drifted by on the sidewalk, couples heading to dinner, tourists snapping photos of the waterfront.

The doors swung open.

Sylvia emerged, and right behind her came Marcus. The same host who had greeted us so warmly just days ago, who had kissed her cheeks and called her by name.

Now his face twisted with barely concealed disgust. He gestured sharply down the street, his lips forming words I couldn't hear but could easily imagine.

Sylvia shuffled away from him, head lowered, every line of her body conveying defeat. Marcus watched her go, arms crossed, making sure she kept moving. His expression remained sour until she was a safe distance away, then he retreated back inside his elegant domain.

Sylvia reached the car and slid into the passenger seat. Exhaustion showed on her face. She looked hollowed out, like something essential had been scraped away.

With trembling fingers, Sylvia pulled off the dirty baseball cap. The ratty wig came next, her red hair tumbling free around her shoulders.

For a long moment, she just sat there, staring at nothing.

"Please take me home now," she whispered.


Chapter 18



We didn't speak on the drive back to the house. I parked Edwina's car by the guest house. Sylvia stayed where she was, staring out the window but not really seeing her home. Instead, her gaze was turned inward, seeing parts of herself she never knew existed.

"You did well today," I told her again. "Really well. How are you feeling?"

Sylvia was quiet for a long moment. When she finally spoke, her voice was strained.

"I feel like I'm overflowing with emotion. Like there's too much inside me and it's going to burst out of my skin."

She paused, shaking her head slowly.

"But at the same time, I feel strangely empty," she said quietly. "Hollowed out. How can both of those things be true?"

"That's completely natural," I assured her. "It's actually a good sign. It means you took the risk necessary to make the exercise worthwhile. You didn't hold back or protect yourself from the experience."

She turned to look at me, her green eyes searching.

"What you're feeling right now is the beginning of something important," I continued. "You're developing an emotional reservoir. A place deep inside you that you can draw from for your portrayal of Janet. Everything you experienced today, the rejection, the invisibility, the fear, the unexpected kindness, it all goes into that reservoir."

"An emotional reservoir," she repeated, testing the words.

"And unlike a real reservoir, an emotional one grows deeper the more you draw from it. Every time you tap into these feelings for your performance, you strengthen the connection. The well never runs dry. It only gets richer."

Sylvia nodded slowly, absorbing my words. Some of the tension in her shoulders eased.

"I need another bath," she said quietly. "A long one. Keys?"

She held out her hand. I placed Edwina's car keys in her palm.

"I'll return these to her," she said.

Before I could respond, Sylvia leaned across the center console. Her lips pressed against my cheek, warm and soft. She lingered there for just a moment.

"Thank you, Ajax. For pushing me. For believing I could handle it."

"That's why I'm here."

We stepped out of the car into the cool evening air. Sylvia started walking toward her house. I watched her go. With each step she took, something shifted in her posture. Her shoulders squared. Her chin lifted. Her stride lengthened and found its familiar, confident rhythm.

By the time she reached her front door, she looked like herself again. But I knew she carried something new inside her now. Something raw and real that would transform her performance.

I smiled, already looking forward to our next rehearsal.
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Clover was back, sitting on the edge of my bed. I had to get up and catch the bus for my Taekwondo class, but that could wait.

My bedroom was dark, but I could feel the warmth of Clover's hand on my chest. She playfully flicked my nipple, then stroked my belly, slipping under the sheets to stroke my rigid cock.

"That feels so good, Clover," I sighed. "Did you practice your spinning hook kick like I told you?"

"Ajax...?"

It wasn't Clover's voice. I wasn't in my room. My Taekwondo class wasn't waiting for me.

I opened my eyes, the world swimming back to reality as I came out of my dream.

I was in bed at Sylvia's guest house. It was dark and the room was quiet.

Sylvia was sitting on the edge of the bed, her hand resting on my chest.

"Sylvia?"

"Yes. It's me."

Her hand went to my face, covering my eyes. I heard the bedside lamp switch on.

"Didn't want to blind you with the light," she said.

"Thanks."

"Were you dreaming of Clover, sweetie?"

"Clover?"

"You said her name."

"Oh. Uh, yeah. I thought you were her for a moment."

"You two are fucking?"

Sylvia's voice was quiet, but had an edge to it that startled me. I could feel her hand tense over my eyes.

I gently removed her hand and squinted up at Sylvia, looking down at me. She was dressed in white silk pajamas that seemed to glow softly in the dim light. Her red hair fell loosely around her shoulders. Her face was bare and clean.

Goddamn, she is so fucking gorgeous, it hurts.

Once again, I was struck by how young Sylvia looked without makeup on. Her pale skin and freckles and wide green eyes gave her an innocence that was very different from her sex kitten movie persona.

"Me and Clover... we're not having sex. She visited after I helped her with something."

There was no need to mention Clover giving me a handjob. That was a private matter.

I sat up, the sheet pooling at my waist. Sylvia looked over my muscles, her eyes narrowing.

"What's this?" she asked, pointing to the small tattoo on my chest.

"My mother's initials," I said.

"I'm sorry. When did she pass?"

"She's very much alive," I chuckled. "She's in Mexico with her husband."

"I see."

"She lives in Mexico City. A neighborhood called Polanco. Lots of other Americans, too. My mother loves it there."

"Ajax?"

"Yeah?"

"Why haven't you tried to have sex with me yet?"

I blinked in surprise, startled by the sudden change of subject. Sylvia studied me, her eyes curious.

"Why would I try to have sex with you?" I asked.

"Because every man I work with tries to have sex with me," she replied. "I'm used to it. I like it. But you? Nothing. Why?"

There was more than just curiosity in her voice. She seemed genuinely hurt that I had not tried to bed her.

Understand her character, I reminded myself. Her backstory. Her motivations.

"I'm here to work," I told her gently. "We have a play to stage. And not much time until opening night."

"Are you gay?"

"No."

"Is it because I'm eight years older than you?"

"Of course not."

"Do you think I'm ugly?"

"That's an incredibly stupid thing to say. Enough. Cut it out."

Sylvia nodded, taking in my words.

"You're the only one who talks to me like that," she said. "You and my father."

Sylvia looked like she wanted to say more, but didn't have the words. I took her hand in both of mine.

"What's going on, Sylvia? Why are you here?"

Her eyes flashed, her mouth twisting into a sneer.

"Uh, maybe because it's my fucking guest house and I can do what I damn well please?"

She glared at me. I didn't react to her outburst, just let it wash past. Sylvia may have lashed out at me, but she never let go of my hand. That told me more than the words she said.

Sylvia lowered her eyes, her shoulders slumping. Her hand clung to mine. I waited, breathing in the warm scent of her skin.

"I'm sorry," Sylvia said, her voice small. "I'm being a bitch."

"You're not."

"I am. I know I am." She exhaled slowly, her thumb tracing circles on my palm. "I'm just... off-balance. After what we did today. I can't stop thinking about it."

"Tell me."

"Being ignored. Being looked through like I was made of glass. Or worse, being looked at like I was something dirty on the bottom of someone's shoe." She shook her head. "I've never experienced anything like that. My whole life, people have fallen over themselves to get my attention. To please me. To be near me."

"And today?"

"Today I was nothing. Less than nothing. A piece of garbage on the sidewalk that people stepped around." Her voice cracked slightly. "That security guard pointing at me, telling me to move along. The way that woman in the red suit crossed the street just to avoid me. The disgust on Marcus's face when he threw me out of my favorite restaurant."

I squeezed her hand but said nothing. She needed to process this.

"I almost gave up," Sylvia admitted. "After that first man told me to fuck off and called me a tranny, I was ready to march back to the car and order you to just direct the fucking play like a normal fucking director and skip all this fucking psychobabble bullshit."

"What stopped you?"

Sylvia was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice had softened.

"That woman. The elderly Asian woman with the canvas bag." A faint smile crossed her lips. "She stopped. Everyone else looked through me or away from me, but she stopped. She saw me. She gave me money and an apple and told me to take care of myself."

"How did that make you feel?"

"Like I mattered. Like I was human again." Sylvia's eyes glistened. "It was such a small thing. A few dollars and a bruised apple. But in that moment, it felt like the most precious gift anyone had ever given me."

"That's what I wanted you to find."

"I know. I understand now. That emotional reservoir you talked about." She nodded slowly. "It suddenly clicked. All those feelings, the shame, the invisibility, the fear, and then that moment of unexpected kindness. They're all in me now. I can feel them, right here."

She pressed her free hand to her chest.

"You always had the reservoir, Sylvia. We all do. You just hadn't filled it or tapped into it before."

She stared at me for a long time, saying nothing. The lamp cast warm shadows across her face. I could see her thinking, processing, working through something important.

"You're the first person to take me seriously as an actor," she finally said. "Did you know that? In my entire career, no one has ever treated me like I have real talent. Like I could be more than a pair of tits and a pretty face."

"Sylvia--"

"It's only been a week, Ajax. One week. But you've guided me and given me experiences that no man has ever done before. You've pushed me and challenged me and believed in me." Her voice wavered. "You make me feel like I can truly be a serious dramatic actor."

"You can," I said firmly. "I've seen it in you from the start. The potential is there. You can bring Janet to life, Sylvia. Really bring her to life, if you want to."

"I want to." Her grip on my hand tightened. "I really want to bring Janet to life."

She paused, her eyes searching my face.

"And I want more."


Chapter 19



"More? What do you mean?"

I asked, even though I knew where she was going with this. The late hour, the intimacy of her sitting on my bed, the vulnerability she was showing me.

But I needed her to say it.

"I'm lonely, Ajax." The words came out barely above a whisper. "I've been lonely for as long as I can remember. I sleep with men to dispel that loneliness, but it never lasts. I wake up the next morning and they're gone, or I'm gone, and the emptiness is right back where it started."

"That's because you're trying to fill the emptiness with someone else. But it has to come from you. From inside you."

Sylvia lifted my hand and pressed it against her cheek. Her skin was warm and soft. She kept her eyes averted, staring at the rumpled sheets.

"That story I told you," she said quietly. "About the NFL player? The hotel parking garage?"

"Yeah?"

"It was a lie."

"I know."

She chuckled, a sad little sound.

"I could tell you weren't buying it."

"You oversold it."

"Oversold, yes. The truth is... I haven't been with a man in over a year." She finally looked up at me. "Not since my last movie flopped. After that, I just... I couldn't open myself up to anyone. Not like that."

"Why not?"

"Because I didn't want what they were offering. Quick fucks and bragging rights. Another notch on someone's bedpost." Bitterness crept into her voice. "Do you know how many men have told their friends about sleeping with me? Posted about it online? Sold stories to tabloids?"

"I can imagine."

"I don't want that anymore." She pressed my hand harder against her face. "I want to not be alone. I want a man who can treat me the way I want to be treated. Not like a conquest or a trophy. Not so he can brag to his buddies about how he fucked Sylvia Laurentis."

Her green eyes met mine, raw and unguarded.

"I want a man to treat me like a woman. Not a movie star."

I hesitated, my hand still pressed against Sylvia's cheek. The rational part of my brain was screaming warnings.

This was my lead actor. And my producer. And the woman financing the entire production. If things went sideways between us, the whole play could collapse.

But as I looked into Sylvia's eyes, I saw something that cut through all my practical concerns. Raw desire, lust... but underneath that was something deeper. A desperate need for connection, for intimacy that meant something.

Sylvia Laurentis had everything. Money. Fame. A face and body that had graced magazine covers around the world. Men threw themselves at her feet wherever she went.

And yet she was hollow inside. Aching with loneliness that no amount of wealth or adoration could fill.

Right now, in this moment, I was the only man who could give her what she needed.

And I wanted her, too.

I wanted her badly.

"Kiss me, Ajax," she whispered. "Stop making me wait. Please."

Her green eyes glistened. It was too much.

I shed the last of my hesitation.

I leaned forward slowly. Sylvia's breath caught, but she didn't close her eyes. Neither did I. We watched each other as our lips met, her green eyes locked onto mine.

The kiss was soft at first. Tentative. Two people testing the waters, making sure this was real. Her lips tasted like honey. I breathed in the warm scent of her skin.

Sylvia's hand came up to grip the back of my neck, pulling me closer. The kiss deepened. Her tongue slid against mine and a small moan escaped her throat.

I pulled back just enough to speak.

"Are you sure about this?"

Her eyes flashed, still full of fire.

"Just shut up and fuck me, sweetie."

Her smile was teasing but earnest. I smiled back, eager to give her what she asked for.

My hands found the buttons of her silk pajama top. I worked them open one by one, revealing pale skin inch by inch. Sylvia shrugged out of the top and let it fall to the floor.

Her breasts were as amazing as ever. Full and heavy, topped with dark red nipples that hardened as I watched. I cupped one in my hand, feeling its weight, running my thumb across the stiffening peak.

"God, that feels good," Sylvia breathed.

I lowered my mouth to her breast, taking her nipple between my lips. Sylvia gasped, her fingers tangling in my hair. I sucked gently, swirling my tongue around the sensitive flesh.

"Ajax... oh fuck..."

I switched to her other breast, giving it the same attention. Sylvia squirmed against me, her hips grinding involuntarily. I could feel the heat radiating from between her legs, even through her pajama bottoms.

I hooked my fingers into her waistband and tugged downward. Sylvia lifted her hips to help, and I slid the silk pants down her long legs. She wore nothing underneath.

Sylvia lay back. I took a moment to appreciate the sight before me. Sylvia Laurentis, naked and flushed, her red hair fanned across my pillow. Her breasts rose and fell with each rapid breath.

I patted her thighs and she spread her legs for me, the neat triangle of auburn hair pointing the way to her pussy, already glistening with arousal.

"You're staring," she said.

"I'm appreciating."

"Appreciate faster. I need you inside me."

I kicked off the sheet and positioned myself between her thighs. My cock was achingly hard, straining toward her. But I didn't enter her yet. Instead, I ran the head along her slick folds, coating myself in her wetness.

Sylvia whimpered, her hips bucking.

"Stop teasing me."

"Just making sure you're ready."

"I've been ready since the first video call on that stupid PC."

"What? It's an LG Gram. Solid laptop."

"Ajax, I swear to God, if you don't shut up and put your cock inside me right now, I'm going to fire you and hire a director who actually follows instructions."

I laughed and thrust forward.

Sylvia cried out as I filled her. Her pussy was hot and wet and tight, gripping me like a fist. I held still for a moment, savoring the sensation, letting her adjust to my size.

"Oh my God," she breathed. "Oh my God, you feel so good."

I began to move, slow deep strokes that made her gasp with each thrust. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper. Her nails raked down my back.

"Harder," she demanded. "Fuck me harder."

I picked up the pace, driving into her with increasing force. The wet sound of our bodies slapping together filled the room. Sylvia's breasts bounced with each impact, and I couldn't resist lowering my mouth to capture one swaying nipple.

"Yes! Right there! Don't stop!"

I shifted my angle slightly and Sylvia's eyes went wide. I had found that spot inside her, the one that made her whole body tremble. I focused my thrusts on that spot, grinding against it with each stroke.

"Ajax... I'm close... I'm so close..."

Her pussy clenched around me, fluttering and squeezing. I could feel her orgasm building, could see it in the flush spreading across her chest and neck.

Then my knee slipped on the sheets.

I lurched sideways, almost falling off the bed entirely. My arms pinwheeled as I tried to catch myself, and I ended up grabbing Sylvia's breast for balance.

"Ow! What the hell?"

"Sorry! Sorry, I just..."

We stared at each other for a moment. Then Sylvia burst into laughter, wheezing with the force of it.

"Did you just use my tit as a handhold?"

"The sheets are slippery!"

"So is my cunt!"

"What does that even mean?"

We both dissolved into laughter. Sylvia's whole body shook with it. I could feel her pussy squeezing me as her abs contracted. It felt incredible.

"Well, don't stop!" she gasped between giggles. "Keep going, keep going."

I resumed thrusting, still chuckling. But the laughter faded quickly as the pleasure built again. Sylvia's eyes locked onto mine, intense and hungry.

"I'm going to cum," she whispered. "Make me cum, Ajax. Please."

I drove into her harder, faster, my hips pistoning with everything I had. Sylvia's moans grew louder, higher, more desperate. Her nails dug into my shoulders hard enough to draw blood as she climaxed.

"Cum inside me," she begged. "I want to feel you cum inside me. Please, Ajax. Fill me up."

That was all I needed. I buried myself to the hilt and let go, my cock pulsing as I emptied myself into her.

Sylvia screamed as her own orgasm crashed through her, her pussy milking me, her whole body convulsing beneath me.

We clung to each other as the waves of pleasure slowly subsided, both of us trembling and utterly spent.

I collapsed onto her chest, my face pressed into the crook of her neck. Her heart pounded against me.

"Don't move," Sylvia whispered, her arms tight around me. "Stay inside me. Just for a little while."

I stayed. We clung to each other, our bodies sweaty and heaving.

"I want to sleep with you tonight," Sylvia sighed. "Here. In this bed. So I can wake up to you in the morning and fuck you again."

"I'd like that," I grinned.

"Good. Not like you have a choice, sweetie. I'm not letting you avoid me any longer."

"Fine with me," I laughed.

Sylvia kissed me, then reached out and switched off the light. She snuggled into me. Her breath was hot against my neck as we held each other in the dark.


Chapter 20



The Old Cannery Theatre was cool and quiet. It was hot outside, but the AC was doing its job keeping things crisp.

Marie stood beside me on stage, her script clutched to her chest, frowning at the tape marks I'd laid out earlier that morning.

"I still don't understand why you had to switch those three lines," she said. "Janet's questions are the emotional core of that scene."

"Okay, check this out."

I took Marie's arm gently and guided her to the upstage left corner.

"Stand here. This is where Janet will be at the end of the scene."

Marie planted her feet on the tape mark, looking around skeptically.

"Now look over there." I pointed to the stage right exit. "Dennis needs to make his exit through that wing. If we keep all of Janet's dialogue in order, Dennis won't have enough time to clear the stage before Frankie needs to start the transition."

"What transition?"

I gestured toward the back wall.

"Frankie and his crew will be rolling out the scenery flats for the orchard scene. If Dennis is still visible when we start the cross-fade from the cabin porch to the apple trees, the whole thing falls apart. Badly timed, awkward. It'll pull the audience right out of the moment."

Marie's frown softened. She looked from the exit to the back wall, then down at the tape marks beneath her feet. Something clicked behind her eyes.

"I never thought about any of this," she admitted quietly. "The play exists so completely in my head. I could see every scene, every moment. But I never anticipated how different it would be when actual human bodies had to move through actual physical space."

"That's my job." I smiled at her. "To take what you see in your head and figure out how to make it real. Your vision, my directing."

Marie looked up at me. The suspicion that had hardened her features during our first meeting was gone. In its place was something warmer. Her blue eyes held mine for a long moment, and I felt the air between us shift.

I cleared my throat and looked away. Marie did the same, suddenly very interested in her script.

"What about the dance scene?" she asked, flipping pages. "Janet and Kenneth's dance in the yard by the cabin porch. How are you handling that?"

"That one's tricky. We'll need to stage it differently than you wrote it."

"Why?"

"The audience sits on three sides of the stage. If Janet and Kenneth dance the way you described, facing each other with their profiles to the house, half the audience won't be able to see their faces. And the dialogue will be impossible to hear for anyone sitting stage left."

Marie turned in a slow circle, studying the empty seats surrounding the performance space.

"I'm not sure I understand what you mean."

"Okay. Can I show you?"

She hesitated for just a moment.

"Yes."

I took out my phone and started playing Jiyoo singing the song Marie had commissioned.

"Apple blossoms fall like snow in spring,

summer rain beats against the eaves.

Count the days until harvest time,

and wonder if you'll stay (stay)

or if you'll leave."

I stepped close and took the young playwright in my arms. My right hand settled on the small of her back while my left hand found her hand. I drew her against me, my cheek coming to rest against her cheek.

Marie was tense. Every muscle in her body was rigid.

"Imagine the music is playing over the theatre speakers," I said softly, my lips close to her ear. "Janet and Kenneth are swaying together, just like this. By staying cheek to cheek, both actors can project their dialogue outward. The entire audience can hear every word."

I turned us in a slow circle. Our bodies pressed together, rotating gently.

"And by turning like this," I continued, "we open up their faces to every section of the house. Like so."

We revolved slowly. I could feel Marie's tension beginning to melt. Her head shifted, nestling against my chest. Her grip on my hand softened from a rigid clench to something more relaxed.

I stroked her hair without thinking about it, my fingers running through those messy dark strands. I hummed the music softly as we swayed.

We went on like that for several minutes. I kept waiting for Marie to pull back, to resume our professional discussion about blocking and sight lines and scene transitions.

She didn't.

Instead, Marie clung to me with her eyes closed, her body melting into mine. I could feel the shift in how she was holding me.

This wasn't a demonstration anymore. The way her fingers curled into my shirt, the way her breath came slow and deep, the way she pressed herself against my chest.

Something had changed between us.

"This feels nice," Marie murmured against my chest. "Dancing like this. It's been a long time."

"Your girlfriend didn't dance with you?"

Marie let out a small, bitter laugh.

"Kailee didn't like being touched. Not unless we were having sex. The rest of the time, she'd pull away if I tried to hold her hand or put my arm around her."

"That sounds lonely."

I kept us turning slowly, my hand warm against her back.

"It was." Marie's voice grew quieter. "I love being held. I need it, I think. Physical affection, just closeness for its own sake. With Kailee, I felt..."

She trailed off.

"Touch starved?" I offered.

"Yes. Exactly that." She pulled back just enough to look up at me. "Is that pathetic? To need something so simple?"

"Not pathetic at all." I drew her close again, resuming our gentle rotation. "I like dancing too. Never got to do much of it growing up."

"No school dances?"

"Too poor. Couldn't afford the tickets, couldn't afford a suit, couldn't afford a corsage for whatever girl might have said yes. I spent prom night working a shift at the grocery store where my mom was a cashier."

Marie was quiet for a moment. Then she laughed softly against my shoulder.

"I went to prom with a gay boy and his boyfriend."

"How does that work?"

"His parents were super Catholic. He was terrified they'd find out about his boyfriend. So I pretended to be their date. We showed up together, took photos for his mom and dad, the whole performance. Then once we got inside, the two of them spent the entire night together while I hung out by the punch bowl."

"Did you at least get one dance?"

"One." Marie giggled. "He held me like I was a log. Stiff arms, maximum distance, zero eye contact. I think he was worried his boyfriend would get jealous."

"Not exactly romantic," I chuckled.

"No, not exactly."

Marie tilted her head back, meeting my eyes. A smile played at the corner of her lips.

"This is much nicer. Dancing with you, I mean." She paused, and her smile turned sly. "Even if you are an arrogant prick."

I laughed quietly. So did she. Our foreheads touched as we swayed together in the dusty afternoon light.

I kept holding her close, enjoying the warmth of her body, the soft weight of her in my arms. Part of me wondered where this was going. Another part of me didn't care.

Marie stopped moving. She pulled back slightly. I thought we were about to pick up where we'd left off with the stage blocking.

But she didn't step away.

She stayed close, her body still touching mine, her face tilted up toward me. Those blue eyes, narrowed behind her thick black frames, searched my face. Her chest rose and fell with heavy breaths. Her tongue darted out, wetting her lips slowly.

I felt her hand leave mine and reach up to stroke the back of my head. Her fingers threaded through my hair.

She wants me to kiss her.

The realization hit me like a spotlight switching on. Marie Almeida-- who had glared at me through a computer screen and called me a filho da puta, who had bristled at every suggestion I'd made, who had accused me of not understanding her work-- was standing in my arms with her eyes half-closed and her lips parted.

I threw caution to the wind.

I leaned toward her.

She tilted her head.

Her eyes fluttered shut.

Then her phone buzzed, the harsh sound jarring in the empty space.

A second later, my phone buzzed too.

We blinked at each other, still inches apart, still staring into each other's eyes.

Our phones buzzed again. The moment broke around us and fell away.

We stepped back from each other, both of us disoriented, neither of us quite sure what had just happened or what had almost happened.

I pulled out my phone. The notification glowed on my screen.

"Holy shit," I murmured.

"Que porra é essa?" Marie whispered, staring at her own phone. "What the hell is this?"

We looked at each other, stunned.


Chapter 21



"The Old Cannery Theatre, eh? Interesting space. Very bare bones. Industrial aesthetic. Not my cup of tea, but I can see the appeal. Some people love this kind of thing."

Bryce Peterson regarded Marie and me with an amused expression.

"Limitations often force you to be more creative," I told him.

"I'm finding that out myself," Marie agreed.

"Hmm."

Bryce Peterson was a slim man in his seventies. He was not a physically imposing person, but he held himself with an intimidating authority. The way he carried himself left no doubt that he was someone who was used to being in charge.

Sylvia's father surveyed the empty seats surrounding the stage, his gaze clinical and assessing. After a long moment, he turned back to face us.

"Thank you both for meeting with me on such short notice."

His voice was smooth and cultured, the kind of voice that had probably talked its way through a thousand boardrooms and negotiation tables.

"I'm traveling to Vancouver to oversee a film shooting there." He continued. "I had my jet land for a brief visit, but I need to get going soon."

"Of course, Mr. Peterson," Marie said. "We're happy to make time for you."

"Has Sylvia taken you around yet?" I asked. "I'm sure she'd love to show you the theatre."

"No, I'm not seeing my daughter today." Bryce waved a dismissive hand. "My visit is mostly to meet the talented young playwright and exciting new director that I heard my daughter was working with. When Sylvia sent me Marie's script, I was quite impressed. What a remarkable debut play!"

Marie's cheeks flushed at the compliment.

"That's very kind of you to say, Mr. Peterson."

"And your reputation precedes you, Mr. Covington. The reviews of your work at the Fringe Festival were glowing. Winner of The Evergreen Drama Award? You know, my friend is one of the judges of that award. It's quite an honor. You must be a force to reckon with."

"Thank you. That's kind of you to say, Mr. Peterson."

"All true, I assure you."

I watched Bryce's smile, the practiced warmth in his eyes. Everything about it felt rehearsed and very calculated. Beneath the charm, I sensed he wanted something more than just to meet us.

This isn't a social call. Men like Bryce Peterson don't divert private jets for pleasant introductions.

"How is the play coming along?" Bryce asked, settling into one of the front-row seats.

"We're pressed for time," Marie admitted. "But Ajax has proven himself to be a maestro with his directing. The way he's adapted the staging for this space, the character work he's done with the actors. It's been remarkable to watch."

Warmth spread through my chest at her words. A week ago, Marie had looked at me like I was an invader. Now she was singing my praises to one of the most powerful producers in Hollywood.

"Marie's script is lucid and emotional," I said. "The story she's telling is about holding onto land and legacy in the face of impossible pressure. It resonates deeply. I'm honored to be bringing it to life."

Bryce nodded slowly.

"I read the copy Sylvia sent me several times. Genuinely impressive work, Ms. Almeida. You have a gift for dialogue."

He stood and walked to the edge of the stage, looking out at the intimate space surrounding the performance area.

"How are you going to stage such a sprawling play in this space? The orchard scenes, the farmhouse interior, the county fair sequence. It seems like a lot to ask of ninety-nine seats and a bare floor."

"We've made changes to fit the circumstances," I said. "Some scenes have been eliminated, others reimagined for the limitations of the venue. But the heart of Marie's play remains intact."

Marie stepped up beside me.

"Ajax has been incredibly respectful of my vision while also being practical about what we can accomplish. It's been a true collaboration."

I glanced at her, pleased again by the genuine appreciation in her voice. We'd come a long way together.

Bryce's eyebrows rose slightly at Marie's words.

"Impressive. Most directors I've worked with would have butchered the script to fit their own ego." He turned to face us directly. "How far along are you with the practical staging?"

"We've all been working hard for the last week," I said. "Only three weeks left until opening night, but I'm confident we'll put on an excellent performance."

"And how is my daughter doing in the role of Janet?"

The question came casually, almost as an afterthought, yet there was an unmistakable edge to his tone. I felt Marie watching me from the corner of my eye, wondering how I would respond.

"Sylvia has been one of the hardest working and most dedicated actors I've ever worked with," I said carefully. "Her commitment to the role is total."

Bryce smiled, but there was something cold beneath it.

"I have no doubt my daughter is trying hard and doing her best. But I know the limitations of Sylvia's abilities. I've watched her career for fifteen years. She is, to put it bluntly, a shitty actress. I'm just curious how you're dealing with that particular challenge."

Goddamn, what a fucking prick.

Anger flared inside me, hot and unexpected. The casual dismissal of Sylvia's talent infuriated me, especially after I'd watched her take risks and endure challenges to build her emotional reservoir.

I'd seen her crack herself open in that mirror exercise. I'd held her while she stifled sobs after being treated like garbage on the streets of Seattle. I knew what she was capable of.

Still, I controlled my voice, keeping it even.

"Actually, Sylvia has displayed a dramatic ability that is very impressive and continues to grow. The work she's doing on Janet is some of the finest character work I've witnessed."

Bryce chuckled. The sound made my hands clench into fists at my sides.

"You don't have to kiss my daughter's ass in front of me, Mr. Covington. It's okay to give me an honest assessment. I know Sylvia can't act her way out of a paper bag. It's always been her weakness. Beautiful girl, no talent."

I didn't care that this man was one of the most powerful figures in Hollywood. I didn't care that he could make or break careers with a single phone call. I glared at him with open contempt, staring at an old man who was running down the talent of his own daughter.

"Sylvia is a very talented actor that I am proud to work with," I said tersely. "I know she will bring the role of Janet to life in a way that will move audiences deeply. With all due respect, your assessment of her is bullshit."

Bryce studied me for a long moment. His eyes had gone sharp, appraising. I held his gaze without wavering.

"Are you saying this because you're sleeping with her?"

I heard a soft gasp from Marie. I took a moment to gather myself before replying.

"Everything I told you about Sylvia is true," I said through gritted teeth. "She is doing amazing work."

"I notice you didn't answer the question about sleeping with my daughter."

"That's correct, Mr. Peterson. I did not answer the question because, again with all due respect... it's none of your fucking business."

The words resonated in the hushed silence. Marie had gone very still beside me. I could feel her tension, her shock at hearing me speak this way to Sylvia's father.

But Bryce Peterson didn't seem offended. If anything, a glint of something like respect flickered in his eyes.

"I appreciate the way you stick up for Sylvia," he said, giving a sharp nod. "My daughter would benefit from having more supportive men in her life. She tends to attract useless boy toys and other detritus, I'm sad to say."

He checked his watch, a slim gold Placido that probably cost more than my yearly rent.

"I need to leave soon, so let me get to the heart of the matter. I do not want this play to be performed," Bryce said. "I do not want my daughter to do this part. I want this show canceled."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. His voice had lost all its earlier warmth. Marie and I stared at him in stunned silence.

"I can see I've left you speechless." Bryce's smile was thin and humorless. "Let me be clear. I have no ill will toward you, Ms. Almeida. You've written a genuinely wonderful script, and I mean that sincerely. And Mr. Covington, I admire your protectiveness of Sylvia and her acting ability. It's an admirable thing for a director to stick up for his actors."

He clasped his hands behind his back, pacing slowly along the front row of seats.

"You must both be aware of my stature in Hollywood. If you end your participation in this performance, I will be grateful to you. And the gratitude of a man like me is more valuable than whatever money Sylvia is offering you, which of course I will reimburse. There are many opportunities in the film industry for both of you. If you stop this play, I will be happy to introduce you to those opportunities."

Marie and I exchanged shocked looks. My guts churned at this strange offer.

"Why?" I asked. "Why do you want to stop this performance?"

Bryce's expression went flat.

"That's my business, not yours. All you need to know is that Bryce Peterson is asking you to abandon this play. In return, I will help you have careers in the film industry. It's a rare chance for both of you. One that most people never get."

He straightened his jacket and checked his watch again.

"You're both smart people. I know you'll make the right decision. I'll give you a night to think it over, but I expect your answer by tomorrow evening."

Bryce headed for the front exit. His footsteps echoed through the empty theatre.

At the door, he paused and turned back to face us.

"While I will be grateful to you for ending this performance, the corollary will also be true," he said, his voice carrying clearly across the space. "If you decide to continue with the play, I will be very displeased with both of you."

His eyes met mine. They were cold and hard, the eyes of a man who had crushed countless people who stood in his way.

"My displeasure is something you want to avoid," he said.

With another thin smile, Bryce Peterson pushed open the door and strode out of the theatre. The heavy door swung shut behind him.

Marie and I stared at each other in the sudden silence. The windowless theatre had always felt like a vibrant space, full of possibility. Now it felt small and claustrophobic.

"AJ?" Marie's voice was soft, barely audible. "What are we going to do?"

I opened my mouth, but didn't know what to say.

I had no idea what came next.


Coming Soon



Ajax must decide if he will carry on directing the play. With so much at risk, can he continue working with Sylvia... or will he abandon her for a shot at Hollywood success?
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