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Synopsis



Book 3 of The Director's Harem.

Two weeks until opening night, and the stakes have never been higher. Sylvia's father has thrown yet another monkey wrench into the production, threatening to derail it. Ajax has to overcome the challenges of staging Sylvia's breakthrough play, all while two gorgeous women demand his direction outside of the theatre.

Now Marie, the brilliant Brazilian playwright, is drawing closer to Ajax. She has fought her attraction to him since they first met, but her resolve is breaking. Will Marie finally act on her hidden desires?


Chapter 1



"This feels like a recurring scene in a movie," Sylvia said. "A horror movie."

"A bad horror movie," Marie agreed.

The three of us were gathered beside the pool, the LED lights strung overhead casting cool light over our table. Moths fluttered around the bulbs, their shadows flickering across the glass tabletop.

Sylvia sipped her wine and took a deep breath.

"Okay. Tell me what my father has done now."

Marie lowered her gaze, studying her hands. I knew how upset she was. It fell to me to tell Sylvia what was going on.

"Dennis is dropping out of the play," I said simply.

Sylvia's face remained impassive. I'd expected shock and outrage, but Sylvia seemed more numb than anything.

"When did he tell you?" she asked quietly.

"Just now, at The Old Cannery."

"Did he say why? Or do I even need to ask?"

"He confirmed that it was your father," I said. "He pressured Dennis to quit the show."

Sylvia rose from her seat, wine glass dangling from her fingers. She walked to the edge of the pool, her silk robe trailing behind her. The LED lights caught her red hair, turning it to deep copper as she stood gazing into the still water.

Marie and I exchanged glances across the table. I could see my anxiety mirrored in her eyes. We both knew how much resentment Sylvia harbored toward her father.

After watching Bryce Peterson operate these past weeks, I understood why. The man wielded his power like a scalpel, cutting away anything that threatened his control. Growing up as his daughter must have been suffocating.

"I shouldn't be surprised," Sylvia said finally. "If Daddy couldn't get you two to quit, it only made sense he'd go after the cast. Dennis was the obvious target."

"Dennis was apologetic," I said. "Ashamed, really. He couldn't bring himself to tell you face-to-face."

Sylvia turned and I was struck by how composed she appeared. That movie star mask was firmly in place.

"Dennis has nothing to be ashamed of." She walked back toward us, her bare feet silent on the pool deck. "If anyone should apologize, it's me. I put him in an impossible position."

"You couldn't have known your father would go this far," Marie offered.

"Couldn't I?" Sylvia laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Dennis has a career in Hollywood. A good one. My father could end it with three phone calls. Maybe two."

She set her wineglass on the table and settled back into her chair.

"I was stupid and careless to ever cast him in this play," she said. "I should have seen this coming from a mile away."

Silence settled over us. The moths continued their dance around the lights. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.

"I want you both to know," Sylvia said, straightening her shoulders, "I'll still pay you everything I promised. Every cent."

Her face remained smooth and controlled. A small smile played at the corner of her lips.

"Money is one thing I have in abundance. More than I know what to do with, really." She ran a finger along the rim of her wineglass. "Money I earned because I am pretty and have huge tits. But mostly because my father was Bryce Peterson."

The bitterness in her voice cut through the warm night air.

"Daddy wins again." She lifted her chin, staring out at nothing. "I should have known. He always wins."

"That's enough wallowing," I said.

I pushed back from the table and went to her. The urge to wrap my arms around this beautiful, distraught woman was almost overwhelming.

But I knew that wasn't what she needed. Comforting nonsense wouldn't help her now. What Sylvia needed was a clear plan of action.

"We're in a bad spot," I said, standing at her side. "No question about that. But there's no reason to give up."

She looked up at me. Her expression remained composed, but I could see the effort it was taking. The slight tension around her eyes, the way her jaw was set just a fraction too tight, showed her inner turmoil.

"Sixteen days until opening night," she said calmly. "Less than that before tech rehearsal and dress rehearsal. Jiyoo arrives in three days, and she'll be the complete focus of rehearsal."

She counted off the obstacles on her fingers.

"Finding an actor to replace Dennis isn't practical. There isn't enough time for someone new to learn the lines, learn the blocking, develop any kind of chemistry with the rest of the cast."

She met my eyes directly. That same sad smile ghosted across her lips.

"It seems to me the play is finished," she said quietly.

A beat of silence, then her expression shifted, something like hope flickering beneath the surface.

"And yet... I believe you when you say we shouldn't give up. Which means you have a plan to save this production." Her green eyes searched my face. "So tell me, Ajax. What's your plan?"

I took a deep breath. The night air filled my lungs, carrying the scent of pool chlorine and jasmine from the garden.

"There is someone who can fill the role," I said. "Someone who already knows the lines and the blocking."

Sylvia waited.

"Me." I let the word hang in the air. "I'll play Kenneth."

A small, satisfied smile curved Sylvia's lips. She nodded slowly, as if she'd expected this.

"My trust in my director was well founded."

"That's your plan?"

We both turned. Marie had risen from the table, her face a mask of disbelief.

"That's your big solution?" She pushed her glasses up her nose with an agitated gesture. "You step into the role yourself?"

"Marie, listen--"

"No, you listen." She crossed the distance between us, her sneakers slapping against the pool deck. "I know you've done some acting. And yes, you know the lines and the blocking. But that's not enough."

She stood before me, face contorted, anguish written across her features.

"Kenneth is a middle-aged man. A man who's led a hard life. Decades of disappointment and regret etched into every line on his face."

She gestured at me, waving at my face and my body.

"Even if we age you up with makeup and a wig, no one is going to believe you as a middle-aged man, AJ. Not in a small black box theatre where the audience will be close enough to almost touch you."

"The Old Cannery people can do excellent aging makeup," Sylvia interjected. "Frankie has worked with some of the best--"

"No, Marie's right," I cut in.

Both women fell silent.

"I'm too young to fit the part as it's currently written." I paused, letting that sink in. "Which is why I've been thinking about how to re-conceptualize the role. Make Kenneth a younger man. Someone my age."

Marie shook her head immediately.

"We can't make changes like that this late in the process. The entire dynamic between Kenneth and Janet depends on him being older. The power imbalance, the history, the weight of years he carries--"

"I know. But we can change it."

"No! We can't, damn it!"

I stepped toward Marie. She crossed her arms defensively, her full lips compressed into a thin line.

"It's going to be hard, but I know you can do this," I said. "These last weeks of working with you have shown me something, Marie. You're an immensely talented playwright. One of the best I've encountered."

She blinked, caught off guard by the shift in tone.

"We've already made huge changes to the script," I continued. "Structural changes. Character changes. And every time, you've risen to the challenge. You've opened yourself up to another viewpoint and found ways to make the story stronger. I'm asking you to do that again."

"This is different." She ran a hand through her already messy hair. "This isn't cutting a scene or adding a monologue. You're talking about fundamentally altering one of the central characters."

"I've thought it through. There's a way to make what we have work with just a few tweaks. The relationship between Kenneth and Rachel, the themes of loss and redemption, the way his presence impacts the other characters? None of that has to change. We just need to reframe his backstory and adjust some of the dialogue."

Marie looked away, her jaw tight.

"You've trusted me with your vision before," I said quietly. "Trust me again."

She didn't respond. The silence stretched between us.

Sylvia moved to join us, forming a small triangle by the edge of the pool.

"I've come to trust Ajax's directorial vision completely," she said. "Not just as a director, but as someone who understands this play. Who understands what we're all trying to achieve."

She placed a hand on Marie's shoulder.

"If Ajax says there's a way to do this, I believe him." Sylvia's voice softened. "And I'm all in on continuing with your play. Whatever it takes."

"I'm committed to seeing your play come to life, Marie. The play you wrote. The story you need to tell." I extended my hand toward her. "Stick with us. Let's push through this together."

Marie looked at my outstretched hand. Then at Sylvia. Then back at me.

I could see the doubt still lingering in her eyes. The fear that everything she'd worked for was about to collapse.

But beneath that, something else. A spark of determination that refused to die.

She reached out and took my hand.

"Okay," she said quietly. "Let's figure this out."


Chapter 2



The tennis ball was slick with drool and Belinha had no intention of giving it up.

"Come on, girl."

I tugged gently at the ball while the cocker spaniel growled playfully, her stubby tail wagging so hard her entire back end wiggled.

"I can't throw it if you don't let go!"

Belinha's response was to shake her head vigorously, nearly pulling me off balance. Her red fur gleamed in the fading evening light as we wrestled on the grass beside the swimming pool.

I caught a glimpse of Marie standing a few feet away, arms crossed. She was fighting to keep her expression neutral, but the corners of her mouth kept twitching upward.

"Okay, okay." I released the ball and held up my hands in surrender. "You win. Keep it."

Belinha immediately dropped the ball at my feet and looked up at me expectantly, tongue lolling.

"Oh, now you want to play fair?"

I picked up the ball. It was warm and thoroughly coated in dog saliva. I wiped my hand on my jeans and threw it across the yard. Belinha took off like a furry missile, ears flapping.

She snatched the ball mid-bounce and came racing back. But instead of presenting the ball for another throw, she launched herself at my chest. I caught her and she squirmed against me, licking my chin and neck with enthusiastic abandon.

"You are such a beautiful girl," I said, scratching behind her ears. "Such a sweet, beautiful dog."

"She's usually wary of strangers. Especially men."

I looked up at Marie. She had moved closer, watching the two of us with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"Takes her a while to warm up to new people," Marie continued. "I'm surprised she likes you so much."

"What can I say?" I grinned. "I've always been popular with the bitches."

Marie groaned, her face contorting with irritation. But I could see her fighting it, the laugh trying to escape despite her best efforts to suppress it.

"That was terrible," she managed.

"You almost smiled. I saw it."

"I did not."

I threw the ball again and Belinha scrambled after it. This time she got distracted halfway back, her nose catching some scent in the shrubs at the edge of the yard. She abandoned the ball entirely and began an intensive investigation of the foliage.

"What does Belinha mean?" I asked, watching the dog work her way along the hedge.

"You got it right when you called her beautiful," Marie said as she watched her dog. "That's what it means in Portuguese. Beautiful."

"It suits her." I stood, brushing grass from my knees. "I've always wanted a dog. Love them. But my apartment is barely big enough for me. Anyway, I'm never home enough to give a dog the attention it deserves."

"I got lucky finding a place that allows pets," Marie said. "Most landlords in Seattle won't. Belinha is my best friend, honestly."

"I can tell."

I walked toward Marie's car, an old hatchback parked near the guesthouse. The thing had seen better days. Rust spots decorated the wheel wells and the taillight was held on with what looked like duct tape.

"I'll grab your bags," I said, popping the hatch.

"You don't have to do that."

I ignored her and pulled out a worn duffel bag and a messenger bag stuffed with papers. A laptop case followed.

"I'm glad you decided to stay here while we rework Kenneth," I said, slinging the duffel over my shoulder. "Having you close is going to be critical. As an actor, I'll be blind to my own failings. I need your eyes on every rehearsal."

Marie fell into step beside me as I headed for the guesthouse door.

"You can't direct yourself?"

"An actor directing himself has a fool for a client," I said. "Or some bullshit like that."

The guesthouse was quiet and clean. I'd opened all the windows earlier to air it out.

"Fair warning," I said as I led Marie and Belinha inside. "I had to ventilate this place before you got here. It reeked of pot."

Marie looked around the space, taking in the comfortable furniture, the kitchenette, the large windows overlooking the garden.

"This is bigger than my apartment," she said. "And nicer."

"Same for me. This place makes my apartment look like a shack down by the river."

"It's our fate. Poverty and theatre go together like peanut butter and jelly."

"Which is about all we can afford to eat."

"No. I also eat lots of tuna sandwiches."

"Ooh, look at you. Ms. Moneybags!"

I enjoyed hearing her laughter as I set Marie's bags on the bed in the small bedroom.

"I'm right next door if you need anything." I pointed to a door on the far wall. "Just knock."

"Okay."

"Or don't bother knocking. Up to you." I grinned. "Clover used to barge in like she was a sitcom neighbor. One who had an allergy to clothes."

Marie's eyebrows rose.

"That definitely won't be me."

"My loss. Anyway, Edwina's preparing dinner by the pool. Should be ready in about half an hour."

I crouched down to give Belinha one more scratch behind the ears. The dog licked my hand, making it glisten with saliva.

"After that, we can do some work on the script if you're up for it," I said.

"Sounds good." Marie hesitated, then added, "Thanks for bringing in the bags."

"De nada. See you at dinner."

I gave Belinha a last pat and headed through the connecting door into my side of the guesthouse, closing it behind me.

The evening air had cooled by the time we gathered at the table by the pool.

Edwina had outdone herself. Plates of spaghetti and meatballs steamed alongside a basket of garlic bread and a large Caesar salad. A fresh pitcher of lemonade sat sweating in the center of the table.

Belinha had positioned herself at Marie's feet and was already dozing, worn out from her earlier adventures in the shrubbery.

"So there I am," Edwina continued her story, gesturing with her fork, "trying to get this man out of the pool house. And he is completely gone. Whatever he took, it was potent stuff."

I twirled spaghetti around my fork, listening to her story with growing horror.

"He keeps saying he needs to use the bathroom, but he won't move. Just sitting there by the pool, staring at nothing." Edwina shook her head. "And then, before I can stop him, he pulls down his pants and does his business right there. In the pool."

I set down my fork with a clatter.

"I've been swimming in that pool!" I groaned.

Edwina waved her hand dismissively.

"This was years ago. Long before your time."

"What happened to him? The actor?" Marie asked, aghast.

"Sylvia made sure he got back to his hotel safely. Had her driver take him." Edwina's expression grew thoughtful. "She stayed friends with him, you know. Supported him through rehab. They still talk regularly."

She picked up her wineglass.

"That's how Sylvia is. So very loyal to the people she cares about." She paused, shaking her head. "Even when her boyfriends have not been so loyal to her."

Marie and Edwina exchanged knowing looks across the table. Then both turned their attention to me.

"Gli uomini sono bastardi," Marie said. "Men are such bastards."

"All players, every one," Edwina agreed. "Right, Ajax Covington?"

"I have no idea what you two are talking about."

Edwina laughed, a warm sound that crinkled the corners of her eyes.

"Oh, I understand the appeal." She gave me an appraising look. "If I was twenty years younger..."

I reached over and patted her hand.

"Age doesn't mean anything with someone as hot as you, Edwina."

She flushed, pulling her hand back with a flustered gesture. Marie rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck.

"Player," Marie repeated.

Edwina stood and began gathering plates.

"I know you two have work to do tonight. I'll clear the table and leave coffee and dessert if you want to work outside."

Edwina smiled up at the evening sky, now deepening to purple.

"It's such a lovely night," she sighed.

I rose and went to her, taking the plates from her hands.

"Thank you for such a wonderful meal, Edwina."

I kissed her cheek. She swatted at me with a napkin.

"Stop that. Taking advantage of the hired help."

I kissed her other cheek.

"You're not hired help. You're part of Sylvia's family. Anyone can see that."

Edwina's flush deepened, but she was smiling.

"Shoo!" She waved me away. "Go do your work. Let me clean in peace."

Marie and I walked back toward the guesthouse, Belinha trotting sleepily at her heels.

"Meet me back at the table in half an hour," I said. "Bring your script. It's going to be a long night."

"I'll be there."

Marie paused at her door, a hint of a smile playing on her lips.

"Player," she said accusingly.

Our laughter echoed across the quiet yard as we disappeared behind our separate doors.


Chapter 3



The sheets were tangled around our legs. Sylvia's hair lay spread across the pillow in damp red ribbons, her chest still rising and falling as her breathing settled.

My pulse hammered in my ears. We lay side by side, skin sticky, grinning at the ceiling in exhausted bliss.

Sylvia rolled onto her side and draped one leg over mine. Her fingers traced across my chest.

"I just realized something."

"What's that?" I asked.

"You playing Kenneth means you have to stay through the entire run." Her fingertip circled my collarbone. "Most directors disappear after opening night. Off to the next thing."

"That's true."

"But not you. Not anymore. You're stuck here."

"Stuck is a strong word."

"Committed, then." She propped herself up on one elbow. "You'll keep staying in the guesthouse?"

"If you'll have me."

She narrowed her eyes in mock suspicion.

"Hmm. That's a long time for a houseguest. You know what they say about fish and houseguests."

"They both go bad after three days?"

"And you've already been here for weeks. Pretty soon you'll assert squatter's rights and I'll never get rid of you."

"Don't go giving a financially strapped guy like me ideas, Sylvia. I looked it up. Washington state has very tenant-friendly laws."

"I'm not worried about it." Her thumb traced along my jaw. "I might actually welcome you staying. Permanently."

The word landed with a thud. Permanently. She held my gaze, and the playfulness faded from her face.

"The more we do this," she said, pressing her lips to my shoulder, "the better it gets. Every time. It just keeps getting better."

"Yeah."

"I think... I'm becoming addicted to you, Ajax."

She kissed my mouth, slow and deliberate.

When she pulled back, her green eyes were luminous in the low light of the bedroom, and the hungry look in them made something tighten in my chest. She was letting me see something she didn't let anyone else see.

Clover's voice echoed in my memory.

I totally get why Sylvia's in love with you.

Clover was right. The evidence was written across every line of Sylvia's face. The way she held herself still, waiting for me to say something. The barely perceptible tremor in her lower lip.

Was I in love with her?

I searched myself. The answer was that I didn't know. I cared about Sylvia deeply. I wanted to protect her. The sex was staggering.

But love?

That word carried weight I wasn't sure I was ready for.

"If I lived here permanently," I said lightly, "I'd eat Edwina's cooking every night. Those meatballs? I'd gain thirty pounds in a month."

Sylvia blinked. The shift in conversation registered. A flicker of something crossed her face, but she recovered quickly.

"You need the calories."

"That's what I'm saying. And I can cancel my gym membership. You put me through enough of a workout right here in this bed."

She nestled closer, pressing her forehead against my neck. Her breath was warm on my skin.

"I enjoy your body as much as your directing ability."

"Good to know where your priorities are," I laughed.

"They're perfectly balanced. You're talented and gorgeous. It's very annoying."

"I'll focus on my cardio. Make sure I can keep up with you."

She pulled back and gave me a look of theatrical offense.

"Keep up with me? I'm thirty-four, sweetie. You're twenty-six. You should be running laps around an older woman."

"You're right. I should be."

"Emphasis on should."

"Hey, I did just fine five minutes ago. Didn't I?"

"You did."

She looked away. Her finger ran along my collarbone again. When she spoke next, her voice had dropped to something almost shy.

"Am I the oldest woman you've ever been with?"

I didn't reply, just lay there, staring at the ceiling, calculating how much of my past to offer up.

Sylvia read my silence instantly. She burst out laughing.

"Oh my God. I hit a nerve."

"Please. You didn't hit a nerve."

"Your entire face just changed. Your entire face." She was grinning, propping herself up higher on her elbow. "Tell me. I will be scandalized if you've been with a woman more than eight years your senior."

"Then prepare to be scandalized."

"Ajax Covington." She grabbed my arm. "Spill. Now."

I exhaled slowly, rubbing my eyes.

"Okay. Sophomore year at Gorst. I was twenty. The department brought in a visiting professor for a week-long workshop on stage combat. A legend in the field. Former IDF trainer, competed in taekwondo at the Olympics, decades of stage training and martial arts."

"Impressive."

"Because of my martial arts background, the department chair asked me to be her assistant for the week. We worked together every day. Lots of long hours, but she was incredible. The way she broke down movement, the precision of it. I'd never met anyone who understood the body as a weapon the way she did."

Sylvia's eyebrows climbed higher with each sentence.

"The night before she flew back to Tel Aviv, we were cleaning up the rehearsal studio. Everyone else had gone. One thing led to another."

"Right there?"

"Right there," I confirmed. "On some mats on the rehearsal studio floor. Right up against the mirror wall, actually. She loved watching herself getting fucked."

Sylvia put her hand over her mouth.

"This sounds like a twenty-year-old boy's fantasy of an older woman."

"It was, I suppose."

"So how old was this Israeli wonder woman?"

"Fifty-six."

Sylvia's hand dropped from her mouth. Her eyes went wide.

"Fifty-six?"

"Fifty-six."

"You were twenty. And she was fifty-six?"

"Yup. I can confirm the math."

"Ajax." She sat up fully now, the sheet pooling at her waist. "That is a thirty-six-year age difference. That woman was old enough to be your grandmother."

"She didn't look like anyone's grandmother, trust me. She was in phenomenal shape. Former Olympic athlete, remember? And she was not shy about getting what she wanted."

"And what she wanted was you? A college sophomore?"

"Apparently."

Sylvia stared at me for a long moment, then shook her head slowly.

"Was it any good?"

"She was the best I'd ever had." I paused, letting the beat land. "Until you, of course."

Sylvia swatted my chest and laughed.

"Oh, you flatterer. You absolute flatterer." She collapsed back down beside me, still shaking her head. "Fifty-six. My God."

We kissed again. Sylvia settled into the crook of my arm, and we lay there in the quiet, listening to the house settle around us. Somewhere outside, crickets chirped.

Sylvia's breathing slowed. I thought she might be drifting off.

"How did it go with Marie tonight?" she asked softly.

"Good. Productive."

"Is she on board with you playing Kenneth?"

"She's still skeptical. She thinks the rewrites will be too extensive, that it'll change the play's DNA.

I shifted, adjusting the pillow behind my head.

"But I have a plan," I said. "I'm going to take her to the Cannery. Walk her through my approach on the actual stage. Let her see how the new Kenneth works in the space. It's one thing to talk about it. It's another to feel it in the room."

Sylvia nodded against my chest.

"That's a good idea. She'll come around. Marie is smart enough to adapt when she sees something that works." A pause. "Especially when she has such a crush on you."

I went still, frowning.

"Why would you say that?"

Sylvia tilted her head up. She was smiling. Not her movie star smile, not the one she used on cameras or at dinner parties. A quieter, more knowing smile.

"I'm a woman, sweetie. Any woman could see how attracted Marie is to you." She traced a circle on my sternum. "And how hard she's fighting it. The resistance is almost louder than the attraction."

"Marie and I have a working relationship. That's all."

"Mm-hmm." The smile didn't waver. "I knew it the moment you two kissed during the cleansing ritual. La Cachaça. Don't tell me you missed it."

I said nothing.

"I was standing right there, Ajax. I watched her kiss you. And I watched her after. The way she shivered when she pulled away from you." Sylvia's finger stopped its circling. "That shiver told me everything I needed to know."

"She hated me when we first met. She literally screamed at me over a video call when I first got to Seattle."

"And? The line between hate and love is a thin one. You know that. You're a director. You've staged it a hundred times."

I couldn't argue with that. Wouldn't have been honest to try.

"Just save some of that energy for me," she teased.

"Always."

We kissed again, slower this time. Her hand found the back of my neck, and she pulled me in until our bodies were pressed together, her warmth melting into mine. We held each other in the dark, breathing together.

Then her lips found my ear.

"I'm ready to go again."

I groaned theatrically.

"I need to work on my cardio."


Chapter 4



The lights pressed down on me. They were hot and unforgiving. I'd spent years beneath stage lights as a director, but it was different when you were an actor.

I was center stage at the Old Cannery Theatre, feet planted on the scuffed black floor, arms loose at my sides.

The salt-and-pepper wig itched where it met my forehead, and the makeup pulled at my skin every time I breathed. Crow's feet penciled at my eyes, hollows shaded beneath my cheekbones, age spots stippled along my jawline.

I'd spent forty-five minutes in front of a mirror getting this right.

Marie sat in the front row, right at the edge of the stage. She was close enough that I could see every micro-expression on her face.

She studied me with her chin resting on her fist, glasses perched low on her nose. Neither of us spoke.

Finally, she stood and walked to the left side of the house, her sneakers squeaking on the concrete floor. She tilted her head, squinted, walked closer, then farther back.

She crossed behind the last row of seats and came down the right side, repeating the process.

I held still, letting her look, letting the lights do their work.

Finally, Marie returned to the front row and dropped into her seat. Her body sagged. She pushed her glasses up with both hands and rubbed her eyes.

"You were right." The words came out flat, exhausted. "It looks like a costume. Like a kid playing dress-up for Halloween."

I peeled the wig off and stepped down from the stage, sliding into the seat beside her. The cheap folding chair groaned under me.

"I played it straight, Marie. No tricks. That's the best aging makeup I know how to do. I used every technique from my training at Gorst University. Maybe Frankie and his crew could do better, but not much."

"I know. I could tell you weren't sabotaging yourself. The application was good. Really good, actually."

She gestured at the stage, at the light still pooling where I'd been standing.

"But in a ninety-nine-seat space? This close?" Marie sighed. "It reads as fake."

"You understand now why I want to play Kenneth as a man my age?"

Marie pulled her knees up and hugged them, her chin resting on her kneecaps. She stared at the empty stage for a long time.

"Having Kenneth be twenty-six instead of forty-eight fundamentally alters my play, AJ. You know that." She turned to face me. "Janet is thirty-four. She has an affair with Kenneth. That dynamic is built on a specific power structure. How does any of it work if Kenneth is suddenly ten years younger than her?"

"It works differently. And that's not something we should run from. It's something we should embrace."

I leaned forward, hands on my knees. Marie eyed me skeptically.

"The way you wrote it, the affair between Janet and Kenneth is the story of a desperate woman seeking comfort from a father figure," I said. "And a man who torpedoes his marriage because he's drowning in a mid-life crisis."

Marie's jaw tightened. She was listening.

"That dynamic works," I assured her. "I'm not saying it doesn't. But it can be so much more if Kenneth is in his twenties."

"How?"

"Because instead of the familiar, comfortable notion of a woman turning to an older man, you get something far more volatile. The tension skyrockets when Janet seduces a much younger married man."

"That makes Janet a predator."

"Yes!" I sat up straight. "Yes, exactly. That's exactly what it does. And that's why it's better. The Janet we have now becomes a vastly more compelling character because she becomes dangerous. She has agency. She deliberately seeks out forbidden fruit. Janet seducing Kenneth changes from a sad lapse in judgment into a full-blown tragedy driven by her need for love and her guilt over abandoning her father."

I watched Marie's expression shift. The resistance in her eyes softened. Her lips parted slightly, and I could see the gears turning behind those thick black frames.

She was starting to see it. She was starting to feel the architecture of a new version of her play taking shape.

Then her face hardened.

"What about Cheong?"

The question landed like a stone dropped in the mud.

"Kenneth seeks his own redemption by helping Cheong," Marie continued. "And Cheong sees Kenneth as a father figure, the same way she saw Janet's father before he died. That's the emotional spine of their entire relationship."

She crossed her arms, her face scowling.

"How does that change if the two of them are the same age?" she asked.

"The tension between Cheong and Kenneth changes, just like it does with Janet," I said slowly. "Because now there's a romantic tension that will be present between them."

Marie threw her hands up. Both of them. Palms open, fingers spread.

"There is no romance between Cheong and Kenneth!"

"No. But there should be."

"Porra! Fuck!" She stood, her chair screeching backward. "You're doing it again. That maddening, supercilious Gorst University tone. Like you're delivering a lecture from on high."

She jabbed a finger at me, her eyes blazing.

"You're a director, AJ. Not some goddamn PhD dramaturg interrogating my script for bullshit themes only you can see."

I sat still and let the words wash over me. Marie was stressed. She was scared. Her play was in jeopardy and I was asking her to reshape the thing she'd poured years of her life into. She had every right to be angry.

She paced in front of me, three steps left, three steps right, her messy hair swaying with each turn. Then she stopped and faced me dead on.

"Tell me what you think. In straightforward language. No Gorst mysticism. No subtext games. Just tell me."

Her voice cracked on the last word. Not from anger but from something underneath it. I could see her hands trembling at her sides.

I inhaled, drawing the air deep into my lungs and holding it, letting it settle me. This next part was going to be hard for Marie to hear.

Marie glared, waiting.

"By making Kenneth a middle-aged father figure, you've written both Janet and Cheong to be victims."

"Victims?" She scoffed. "How?"

"Both women turn to Kenneth to fulfill their failings with Janet's dying father. Both seek absolution for their mistakes by connecting with him. Janet abandoned her father. Cheong lost the only man who ever showed her kindness when he died. Both of them latch onto Kenneth because he fills that void."

I paused. The next part would hurt even more. But she'd asked for the truth, and the truth was what she deserved.

"Marie. You've written both of your female characters to be dependent upon an older man for their own healing. You've made their redemption contingent on a man's approval. On his wisdom. On his paternal grace." I held her gaze. "That makes them victims."

She blinked. The anger drained from her face in a slow tide, replaced by slow recognition.

I could see her processing it. I could see her brilliant mind testing my argument from every angle, looking for the flaw, the crack she could pry open to dismantle what I'd said.

She couldn't find one.

"By making Kenneth a young man," I pressed, gentle but unyielding, "you turn both Janet and Cheong from passive objects into people who take action instead of being acted upon. Yes, it makes Janet less sympathetic. It makes Cheong less innocent. But it makes them more human. Their story goes from melancholy acceptance to a full redemption arc."

"It changes everything."

"It improves everything. It makes Janet and Cheong flesh-and-blood women, full of their own needs and desires. Marie, you told me how you hated feeling like a victim while growing up as a girl in Brazil. Don't make your characters endure the same thing. Make them strong. Make them human."

Marie looked away. Her chest heaved.

She stalked across the stage and paced under the lights, her eyes unfocused, her lips moving silently.

I stayed in my seat and watched her walk the space, knowing what was happening inside her. She was visualizing the changes. Seeing the scenes play out with new eyes. Rearranging the structure of her play in real time.

It was a painful, necessary metamorphosis that every playwright goes through when words on a page become living people on a stage.

She stopped and turned to me. Her eyes were red, but her voice was steady.

"There's no time to rewrite the dialogue."

I rose and walked to her. I stepped onto the stage and stood close, but not too close.

"Not everything needs to be spelled out in words. Trust the actors to infuse the performance with new energy."

"How?"

"Think about Act Two. The orchard scene. After Kenneth's wife finds out."

I reached down and placed my hand gently on Marie's forearm. Warm, paternal, safe. I looked into her eyes the way a father looks at a daughter who's made a terrible mistake.

"I care for you, girl."

The words came out soft, protective. A man dispensing comfort from the high ground of age and experience.

Then I moved my hand from her forearm to her face. My fingertips touched her cheek. I stepped closer. Close enough to feel the heat radiating from her skin.

I tilted her chin up and leaned in until my mouth was inches from hers.

"I care for you, girl."

The same four words, but completely different. Anguished. Hungry. Torn apart by desire and guilt.

Marie's breath caught. Her pupils dilated behind her glasses, and I watched the flush creep up her neck, spreading across her jawline and into her cheeks.

I could feel her pulse hammering beneath my fingers where they rested against her skin. The same desire I'd seen before flared in her eyes. The desire Sylvia had spotted during the cachaça ritual.

"Can you see the difference?" I asked.

She nodded. A small, tight movement.

"Same line. Same words on the page. Different intention behind them."

I let my hand fall from her face and stepped back.

"That's the magic of drama. When actors transform written lines into spoken words. We don't have to change many lines, Marie. We just have to change the actor's intention and trust in the magic of drama to reach the audience."

The acceptance settled into her eyes like light filling a dark room, gradual and irreversible.

But it was more than just the play. I could feel the pull between us, the gravity of our connection.

She wants me to kiss her.

Marie's whole body leaned toward me and I knew one step forward would close the distance. One step and her mouth would be on mine, and it would be the Cachaça all over again, that electric shiver Sylvia had watched ripple through Marie's body.

But that wasn't what was needed, not in this moment.

The play came first.

"Do you trust me to play Kenneth?" I asked.

Marie swallowed. Her voice was barely above a whisper.

"I trust you."

I nodded. I held her gaze for one more beat, then turned toward the wings where I'd left my script and notes.

"Good. Then we need to get to work."


Chapter 5



"We're here," I said, parking the Range Rover. "Welcome to Wenatchee, Washington."

"Looks very rural," Sylvia noted dryly. "And hot."

"Things are different in central Washington," Marie said.

We climbed out of the SUV into the blazing sunshine. Marie was right, things were different on this side of the Cascade Mountains.

Crossing the range, the cool and wet Western Washington environment gave way to the arid and tumbled landscape of Wenatchee's deep river valleys and low hills.

It was late afternoon and the heat was stifling. The air here smelled like dust and ripe fruit and cut grass. The parking lot we were in stretched across a wide flat expanse at the base of brown rolling hills dotted with scrub brush.

Beyond the lot, rows upon rows of apple trees marched in neat green lines toward the horizon, their branches heavy and sagging with fruit.

A big red barn served as the farm entrance, its doors propped open, and hand-painted signs in cheerful yellows and whites pointed visitors toward U-PICK ORCHARDS and CIDER TASTINGS and HAYRIDES.

It was a busy scene. The lot was packed with minivans and trucks, and families streamed past us in both directions, kids skipping ahead of their parents, little red wagons bumping over the gravel loaded with bulging sacks of apples.

Sylvia stretched her arms overhead and looked around with genuine wonder on her face.

"I've never been to this part of the state. Two and a half hours out of Seattle and it's a completely different world."

Marie shut the back door and adjusted her glasses against the glare.

"My parents and I lived in Wenatchee for two years after we came from Brazil," she said. "My father worked on a farm like this one. Not apples. Cherries."

"This is one of your wilder exercises, sweetie."

"Wild, maybe." I looked up into the cloudless sky and grinned. "Necessary? Yes."

"If you say so," Sylvia chuckled.

"Look, I've never picked an apple off a tree," I said. "Never been in an orchard. But Kenneth lives near fifty-two acres of apple country. If you and I are going to inhabit that world on stage, we need to know what it feels like. The weight of the fruit in your hand. The smell of the trees. How the light falls between the rows."

Sylvia pulled her baseball cap lower and gave me a look.

"More methody actor mumbo jumbo?"

"I need to reconnect with the soil and landscape of rural America to play Kenneth authentically," I deadpanned.

"You grew up in Seattle," Sylvia reminded me.

"Which is exactly why I need to reconnect."

Marie snorted. We headed toward the entrance, and I paid the fee at the window.

The woman behind the counter had sun-browned arms and a friendly, no-nonsense face. She handed us a little red wagon and two large cloth sacks.

"Twenty dollars a sack. Fill 'em up."

"Are the apples good this year?" Marie asked.

"Oh, honey. This year's Galas are the best we've had in a decade. You're going to be very happy."

We thanked her and walked through the wooden archway into the orchard... and then Sylvia did something that sent a small jolt through me.

She hooked her arm through mine. The way couples do.

I glanced at her. No makeup, plain white top tucked into jeans, the cap shading her face.

She looked like any other woman out for an afternoon of apple picking, but Sylvia Laurentis had one of the most recognizable faces and figures in America, and we were surrounded by hundreds of people with phones in their pockets.

"You're not worried about being seen arm-in-arm with me in public?" I asked her.

"Sweetie, I'm used to scandal. You're the one who should be worried. Some teenager posts a picture of us to Twitter and suddenly you're 'Sylvia Laurentis's mystery boy-toy' on every gossip site in the country."

"That might actually do wonders for my directing career."

She laughed and squeezed my arm tighter.

Behind us, Marie walked alongside the wagon, pulling it by its handle, her face angled toward the trees. Nonchalant, studying the leaves... except her eyes kept sliding sideways, quick little glances at Sylvia pressed against my arm, at our linked elbows, at the comfortable intimacy of our bodies moving in sync.

Each time I caught her looking, Marie snapped her gaze back to the orchard with studied indifference.

The trees closed around us in long rows, their branches arching overhead to form tunnels of dappled green light.

The Gala apples hung in clusters, some still streaked with green, others flushed deep red and gold, their skins catching the afternoon sun.

The air between the rows was warm and still and sweet, thick with the scent of ripe fruit and the earthy smell of fallen apples already softening in the grass below.

Sylvia unlinked from me and reached for a low-hanging apple. She twisted it off the branch and held it up, turning it in the light.

"How do you know which ones are ready?" she asked.

"Color and give," Marie said.

She plucked one from a different branch and pressed her thumb gently into the skin.

"A little bit of softness. Not too much. And the color should be even, no big green patches left."

Sylvia bit into hers without waiting.

"Oh my God."

"Good?"

Juice ran down her chin. She wiped it with the back of her hand.

"Oh, that's so good!"

She handed me the apple and I took a bite.

"Wow," I nodded. "That is more than an apple. It is the Platonic ideal of an apple."

"Oh my god," Marie groaned, rolling her eyes.

"I can't help being a supercilious Gorst University poser."

"I noticed," Marie said.

We moved down the rows, pulling the wagon behind us, filling the first sack with careful selections.

Marie worked methodically, examining each apple before picking it, sorting through clusters with practiced hands that remembered childhood summers in orchards like this one.

Sylvia was less discriminating, grabbing anything that looked beautiful and holding it up for approval like a kid showing off a trophy.

I found my rhythm somewhere between the two, reaching up into the higher branches where the biggest fruit hung, the bark rough against my forearms, leaves brushing my face, the branches creaking as I pulled them down.

Around us, the orchard buzzed with life. A father hoisted his daughter onto his shoulders so she could reach a high branch, and her shriek of triumph when she pulled the apple free echoed down the row.

Two teenage boys had a contest going, racing to see who could fill their section of sack faster, apples thudding in rapid succession.

An elderly couple moved slowly through the trees hand in hand, barely picking anything, content just to walk in the green shade.

"Look at this one."

Sylvia held up an apple the size of a softball, perfectly symmetrical, its skin a gradient from pale gold to deep crimson.

"That's the one," I said. "That's the apple that Kenneth holds at the end of Act One. Our opening night apple."

Sylvia looked at it differently then. She turned it in her fingers. I watched her eyes go somewhere else for a moment, somewhere inside the play, inside Janet's skin.

Marie noticed it too. She caught my eye over Sylvia's shoulder and gave me the smallest nod.

We worked our way deeper into the orchard where the rows opened into a wider section and the trees were older, their trunks thick and gnarled, their canopies so heavy with fruit that wooden props held up the lowest branches.

The late sun filtered through the leaves and threw shifting patterns across our arms and faces as we picked. Sylvia started humming Jiyoo's song.

Marie joined in, and for a few minutes the only sounds were their humming and the soft thump of apples landing in cloth.

"This is also the craft of acting," I said quietly. "This is a part of the process that audiences never see, but that reveals itself in our performance."

I waited for Marie's snarky reply, but she only nodded. Sylvia beamed at me.

A couple of hours later the sun hung low above the brown hills, stretching our shadows long across the grass.

Both sacks bulged in the wagon, packed tight with beautiful Galas, and we stood at the end of the last row with sore hands and sweat-damp clothes and stupid grins on our faces.

Sylvia flexed her fingers and winced.

"I will say this. Actually picking the apples showed me things I never would have known sitting in a rehearsal room." She paused. "Maybe this methody actor mumbo jumbo actually has some value."

"Told you so," I laughed.

She pulled off her cap and fanned herself with it.

"The first thing I'm doing when we get back to Seattle is making a Waldorf salad. A chef in Provence gave me his personal recipe and I've been waiting for the right apples."

"That can wait."

"What do you mean?" Marie asked, squinting at me.

"We're not going back to Seattle yet. There's a county fair about twenty minutes from here that's hosting a summer concert tonight. I'm taking you both to get barbecue and enjoy the show."

It was almost dark by the time we got to the fair. The outdoor venue was a dirt-floor arena ringed by metal bleachers and food trucks, and it was packed. String lights crisscrossed overhead, and the smell of smoked brisket and funnel cake hung in the warm air.

On the makeshift stage, three women in cutoff shorts and cowboy boots and not much else tore through a twangy, stomping number that had the crowd on its feet.

The Dirt Road Debutantes.

The singer had a voice like whiskey poured over gravel, and her two bandmates flanked her with a fiddle and a bass, their hips swaying in choreographed unison while the crowd whooped and hollered.

Marie leaned close to my ear so I could hear her over the music. She nudged my ribs with her elbow.

"I see why you wanted to come to this concert."

She nodded toward the stage where the fiddler was bent over in a way that had very little to do with playing the fiddle.

I pressed a hand to my chest.

"I only wanted to hear their alt-country sound live. They got a great write-up on Reddit."

"Sure, uh-huh," Marie teased.

"Besides, I already have two gorgeous women with me tonight. What more could I need?"

Sylvia, who'd been bouncing on her toes to the beat, turned and grabbed the front of my shirt and kissed me. Quick and warm, her lips tasting like barbecue sauce.

I turned toward Marie with exaggerated expectation, leaning in just slightly.

She put her palm flat against my face and pushed me back.

"In your dreams, Covington."

But I saw it. The corners of her mouth twitching, the smile she bit down on as she turned back to the stage. The way the string lights caught the flush creeping up her neck before she hid it behind the curtain of her messy hair.

The Dirt Road Debutantes launched into a slow, aching ballad, and the crowd settled, couples swaying together, the night air cooling around us.

Above the stage, above the string lights and the dust and the noise, a full moon climbed the clear sky, fat and luminous and bone white, casting the hills beyond the fairground in silver streaks.

"All part of the craft of acting," I whispered.


Chapter 6



The darkness pressed against my eyes. My throat felt like sandpaper, coated with the fine grit of outdoor arena dust.

I lay still for a moment, letting Sylvia's bedroom assemble itself around me. Her deep, steady breathing beside me, her perfume on her sheets, mingling with the scent of sweat and sex from hours earlier.

I reached toward the nightstand, careful not to shift the mattress, and found my phone by touch.

The screen told me it was 2:07 AM.

I held the phone above the bed and let its pale blue glow fall across Sylvia. She lay on her back, one arm flung above her head, her red hair fanned across the pillow.

The sheet had slipped to her waist, exposing the curve of one breast, its rise and fall so slow and even it was almost hypnotic. Her face was slack. No performance now, just a woman deep in dreamless sleep, her full lips slightly parted, a tiny crease between her brows as she dreamed.

Something shifted inside me, a dizziness that had nothing to do with the hour or the darkness.

Two weeks ago, I was sitting in a squeaking chair at the Stephenson Warehouse, watching security monitors and eating a cup of instant ramen because payday was three days away. I wore a polyester uniform with someone else's name stitched on the breast pocket because the company never bothered to order me a shirt of my own.

And now?

Now I was lying in a huge bed, in a huge house, next to a woman whose face had filled movie screens and magazine covers. A woman millions of men fantasized about, including myself.

And now she was here. Sylvia Laurentis. Real, breathing softly, her skin warm where her shoulder touched mine. My cock still sticky with her juices, her pussy still filled with my cum.

But that was just the surface of it.

What kept me staring at Sylvia in the blue phone-light was something the cameras never captured. The way she'd held that apple up in the orchard and gone somewhere deep inside Janet. The raw tremor in her voice during the mirror exercise.

The woman underneath the facade was more interesting than just her beauty, and she was only beginning to find that out for herself.

I leaned over and pressed my lips softly against her cheek. She stirred but didn't wake. I drew the sheet up over her breast, tucking it gently at her shoulder, and set the phone back down.

My throat scraped with every swallow. The bathroom was six feet away, but the faucet in there had a squeal that could wake the dead. The last thing Sylvia needed was me banging around at two in the morning.

But downstairs, in the fridge, was a full pitcher of Edwina's lemonade.

The thought of it, cold and tart and perfect, was enough to get me moving. I slid out from under the covers, found my boxers on the floor, and pulled them on.

Good enough for a quick trip to the kitchen and back.

The staircase was a dark canyon. I took the steps slow, one hand trailing the banister, bare feet silent on the hardwood.

The house was enormous in the dark, all those windows letting in thin blue moonlight that made the furniture look like sleeping animals.

I crossed the foyer, turned the corner into the kitchen, and flipped the light switch.

A high, sharp squeal pierced the room.

Edwina stood by the open refrigerator, frozen mid-bite into a cup of yogurt.

She was completely naked.

For a second, neither of us moved. The overhead light was brutally honest and it spared nothing, but what it revealed wasn't unkind.

Edwina's body was trim and taut from decades of exercise and care. Her breasts were small, sloping gently with age but still shapely and firm. Her stomach was flat with just the slightest softening below her navel. Her legs were lean and defined, a runner's legs.

Fine lines mapped her skin at the collarbones, at the inner elbows, across the tops of her thighs, but they were the lines of a body that had been lived in well. Her gray hair, freed from its daytime style, fell softly around her face.

"Oh! Madonna santa!"

Edwina spun away, the yogurt cup clattering onto the counter, her hands flying in every direction at once.

She grabbed a dish towel hanging from the oven handle. It was one of those thin cotton squares, barely big enough to dry a wine glass.

She pressed it against her chest and it covered approximately one breast and nothing else, the fabric bunching uselessly as she tried to stretch it wider.

I lost it. The laugh came from somewhere deep in my gut, the kind you can't contain, and it broke from me in a loud bark that I immediately tried to smother with my hand.

Edwina glared at me, outraged, still trying to make the tiny towel do the work of a beach blanket. She shifted it left. Her right breast appeared. She shifted it right. The left one reappeared. She pulled it down and everything above was exposed.

"Stop! Stop laughing!"

I couldn't. The absurdity of it, both of us standing in this kitchen at two in the morning, Edwina fighting a losing battle with a twelve-inch square of cotton.

My laughter fed hers. A giggle escaped through her clenched teeth. Then another. Then her shoulders started shaking, and she pressed her forehead against the refrigerator door and laughed until her eyes watered.

She balled up the towel and threw it at my head. I caught it one-handed.

"Fair is fair, Edwina. You've already seen me naked. Remember? By the pool?"

"Dio mio, you are impossible."

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and picked up the fallen yogurt.

"What are you doing sneaking around this house like a thief?" she demanded.

"I could ask you the same question."

Edwina lifted her chin with a dignity that was remarkable for a naked woman holding a cup of yogurt.

"I enjoy walking through the house this way in summer. I did it in Italy, in the villa where I grew up. The stone floors were cool on your feet and the night air came through the windows."

She gestured at the vast kitchen around her.

"This American house is so big, so much space. It feels good to move through it with nothing on. And I like yogurt. It is my midnight weakness. So is being naked."

"You're not naked. You're wearing your glasses."

"Ah, shush," she snorted, rolling her eyes.

"And I'm not judging. I came down for a glass of your lemonade. My throat's wrecked from all the dust at that fair tonight."

Her expression softened.

"My lemonade?"

"It's the best lemonade I've ever had in my life and it's not close."

A flush of genuine pleasure crossed her face. She pointed at the kitchen table.

"Sit. Stay there."

She turned and opened the cabinet, reaching up for a tall glass. She moved through the kitchen with an ease that said she'd stopped thinking about her nakedness, her bare feet padding on the tile, her body catching the overhead light as she pulled the pitcher from the fridge and poured.

I watched her without pretending not to. The smooth line of her back, the surprising strength in her shoulders, the graceful economy of her movements.

Edwina at fifty-three was a woman who had aged the way good wine ages, gaining something in the process that the raw original never had.

She turned and caught me looking. The blush hit her chest first, then climbed her neck and flooded her cheeks, a deep rose that was visible even under the warm kitchen light.

She brought the glass over and held it out. Our fingers brushed during the exchange. Hers were cool from the pitcher.

I took a long swallow. The lemonade was cold, sharp, perfectly balanced between sweet and sour, with a brightness underneath that store-bought lemonade never had.

"God, that's good. What's your secret?"

"Hothouse lemons from the farmer's market in Ballard. The ones from the grocery store, they are nothing. These have oils in the skin that give the flavor depth." She paused. "You really like it so much?"

"Edwina, if you bottled this, you'd be richer than Sylvia."

She smiled and looked down at her feet. The silence that followed wasn't uncomfortable, but it was charged.

She stood close enough that I could smell her skin, warm and clean, with a faint trace of almond soap. Her eyes moved over my chest, my arms, my stomach. She didn't hide it.

"You know, this reminds me of a time when Sylvia and I were living in Los Angeles. She brought home a man and he..."

I reached out and rested my hand on her forearm.

"You always do that."

"Do what?"

"Talk about Sylvia when you're with me. Every story you tell, every conversation we have, it circles back to her. It's nice, but I want to know about you, Edwina. Your life. Your stories."

She blinked in surprise.

"What should I tell you?"

I let my gaze travel over her. She stood in the full light of the kitchen with nothing to hide behind, no towel, no pretense, and she didn't flinch from my attention.

Her body wore its years openly, and I found myself drawn to every mark that time had left. The small crescent scar beneath her ribs. The constellation of freckles across her sternum. The faint silver traces at her hips.

I knew what I wanted. And the way she held my gaze, her brown eyes steady, the way she hadn't stepped back or reached for cover, told me she wanted it too.

"Tell me about the first boy you were with."

Edwina didn't hesitate.

"His name was Tommaso." Her voice dropped low. "We did it in a camper behind his father's house. In Amalfi. It was summer and the camper was so hot we were both sweating before we even touched. He was so nervous his hands were shaking."

"I can picture you back then. So young. All that dark hair. Those beautiful brown eyes."

I turned my hand and ran the back of my knuckles along her cheek. She shivered. Her breathing went shallow, her chest rising in quicker, shorter intervals.

I let my eyes roam over her body. Her nipples tightened under my gaze, drawing into hard dark points against the soft slope of her breasts.

"When was the last time you were with a man?"

She looked away, shaking her head.

"Eight years. Maybe nine. I don't remember exactly."

"Too long."

I traced along her jawline with one finger, then drew it down across her collarbone, down the slope of her breast.

I cupped her breast in my hand, feeling its warmth and weight, and brushed my thumb across the hardened nipple.

Edwina gasped. A small, involuntary sound that came from deep in her chest.

"You cannot be attracted to an old woman like me."

I took her hand and pressed it flat against the front of my boxers. Her fingers curled around my throbbing shaft, and her eyes went wide.

"Questo... I did this?"

"You're the only woman in the room."

She looked up at me, searching my face for something. A joke? A trick? Whatever she expected, she didn't find it.

"You have Sylvia. She is young and so beautiful. Why would you want..."

"Because I'm a man, Edwina. And men love beauty." I held her gaze. "Since the first day I walked into this house, I've admired yours. Not just the outside. The way you care for everyone around you. The way you fill a room with warmth just by being in it. That kindness in your voice. You're so very beautiful."

"Beautiful..." she whispered.

I leaned down and kissed her. Gentle at first, my lips barely brushing hers, giving her room to pull away.

She didn't.

Instead, her mouth opened against mine and she kissed me back with a hunger that surprised me, her hands sliding up my chest, fingers gripping my shoulders, pulling me closer.

I wrapped one arm around her waist and felt the smooth warmth of her bare back, the ridges of muscle along her lower body pressing against me.

Her hands explored with a trembling urgency, running down my arms, across my ribs, around to the small of my back. She tasted like yogurt and she kissed like a woman remembering how after a long time of forgetting.

I pulled back from the kiss, both of us breathing hard.

"Where should we go?" I asked.

Edwina touched my lips with her fingertips.

"My bedroom. Down the hall."

I bent and slid one arm behind her back, the other under her knees, and lifted her off the floor in a single smooth motion.

"Ah!" she gasped.

Her hands flew around my neck. Then the surprise melted into a cascade of giggles, bright and young and startled. She pressed her face into my shoulder.

"You like this?" I asked

"You... you make me feel like a girl again. Like Tommaso is carrying me across the piazza."

I kissed her forehead, her temple, the corner of her eye. She nuzzled into the curve of my neck, her breath warm and quick against my skin, and I carried her out of the kitchen and down the hallway.

Her bedroom door was already open. Moonlight fell through a single window onto a modest space: a queen bed with a white cotton duvet, a small dresser, a reading chair stacked with Italian paperbacks, a framed photograph of a coastal village on the wall. Comfortable, lived-in, unpretentious.

I laid her on the bed with care, lowering her onto the duvet. She gazed up at me, her brown eyes enormous behind her glasses, and I reached down and slid them gently from her face. I folded them and placed them on the nightstand beside a glass of water and a worn rosary.

She blinked up at me. Without the glasses, her face was transformed. Softer. Open. Eager.

Her gray hair spread across the white pillow in silver waves, and the moonlight caught the delicate curve of her cheekbones, the gentle lines at the corners of her mouth. She looked vulnerable and suddenly ten years younger, a girl from Amalfi staring up through a woman's eyes.

"So beautiful," I said.

I stripped naked and kneeled at the edge of the bed and pushed her thighs apart. She drew a sharp breath. I lowered my mouth to her and tasted her pussy, and Edwina's entire body seized.

"Dio... Dio mio..."

Her fingers found my hair and twisted into it. I worked her clit with slow, deliberate strokes, learning her responses, reading the tremors in her thighs, the pitch of her breathing.

Her hips lifted off the mattress as I licked her wet folds. She gripped harder, pulling me into her, and her moans climbed, mixing Italian and wordless sounds that filled the small room.

When she came, her back arched clean off the bed, her thighs clamping against my ears, her whole body rigid and shaking for a long, suspended moment before she collapsed back onto the duvet, gasping.

"Vieni qui... vieni qui..."

She pulled me up by my hair, by my shoulders, her hands frantic and sure. She spread her legs wide and reached down between us, wrapping her fingers around my cock. Her grip tightened and her eyes went round.

"Be gentle with me. Please. I am fifty-three, and you are... this is very thick, and it has been so long..."

"I promise."

She guided me to her entrance and I pressed forward. Slow. Incremental.

The first inch drew a groan from her that resonated through the bed frame. I stopped, held still. Let her body remember.

Her hands gripped my arms and she nodded, and I pushed deeper into her pussy, watching her face, reading every flicker and flinch.

When I was fully inside her, she exhaled a long, shuddering breath.

I began to move, slow and deliberate. I kissed her deeply and she kissed me back with that stored hunger, her tongue against mine, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

I lowered my mouth to her breast and drew her nipple between my lips, sucking gently, and she cried out and cradled my head against her chest.

"Ajax... Ajax... Ajax..."

Her legs wrapped around me, her heels pressed into the small of my back. I fucked her with patient, rolling strokes, feeling her tighten and release, tighten and release, her body rediscovering its own capacity for pleasure like a muscle waking from a long sleep.

Her second orgasm built in waves. I felt it gathering in the tension of her thighs, the quickening of her breath, the way her fingers clawed down my back.

When it broke, she arched beneath me and pressed her face into my neck and cried out, and her whole body shook against mine for a long time as I continued to fuck her.

"Basta... basta, I can't, it is too much, it is too..."

Her hands pushed weakly at my chest. I rolled off her and she followed, turning onto her side, pressing me onto my back. Her eyes were glassy and wet and fierce. She was shaking from overstimulation, years of celibacy focused in her stretched and quivering pussy.

"Let me finish you," she whispered.

"Okay."

Edwina slid down my body with purpose, wrapped her hand around the base of my cock, and took me into her mouth.

Her tongue worked my cockhead greedily, slurping her juices and my dribbling precum, her hand twisting in counterpoint to her mouth, her rhythm steady and building.

I groaned and she hummed around me, the vibration sending a current through my entire body. My hand found her hair, silver threads between my fingers, and she took me deeper, her cheeks hollowing.

"That's it, Edwina. Suck that cock. Just like that."

Her eyes held mine as she bobbed her head, slurping noisily as my body tensed and that tension in my balls finally erupted.

Edwina held me in her mouth through every pulse, swallowing, her throat working, her hand gripping my shaft as her other hand massaged my balls, wringing out every drop I had.

"Good girl," I told her as she drained me. "My beautiful girl."

Her eyes narrowed at my praise, drinking it in like a sponge. How long had it been since a man talked to her like that?

She released me and crawled up to settle against my side, her head on my chest, one leg draped across mine. Her breathing was ragged.

"Grazie," she whispered. "Grazie, Ajax. Grazie..."

The word repeated like a lullaby, softer each time, her lips moving against my skin as her breathing deepened and her hand lay gently on my chest.


Chapter 7



We were taking Marie's dog for an early walk. The sun had just risen and the morning air had that Pacific Northwest coolness that I'd missed so badly living in LA.

Marie strolled beside me with Belinha's leash wrapped twice around her wrist. The cocker spaniel trotted ahead of us with her ears swinging, nose working the sidewalk eagerly.

Bucklin Point at seven in the morning was a postcard. The houses sat back from the street behind manicured hedges and iron gates.

Marie gazed up at a Tudor Revival with leaded glass windows and a copper roof gone green. Wisteria climbed the walls.

"When I was little, I watched American TV all the time. Full House. Fresh Prince. I thought every house in America looked like this. I was so naive."

"Rough landing when you got here?"

"You have no idea. My parents brought us to Kennewick. Eastern Washington. Brown hills, strip malls, a Walmart. Then we moved to Wenatchee. I kept asking my mother where the big beautiful houses were."

She laughed, quiet and rueful. Belinha tugged on her leash.

"But look at me now. I finally made it to one of those neighborhoods. Even if I am just a visitor."

"I grew up thirty minutes from here," I shrugged. "Never once set foot in Bucklin Point."

"Never?"

"No reason for a poor kid to come out to the Eastside. Unless my mom was doing housecleaning for somebody. Which she did, but never on this side of Lake Washington. She stuck to the houses in Ballard and Fremont where she could take the bus."

Belinha stopped to investigate a fire hydrant. Marie waited, patient, her free hand adjusting her glasses. The lenses flashed in the early light.

"When does Jiyoo get in?" she asked.

"This afternoon. I'm picking her up at SeaTac around three."

"And she is staying in the guest house with me?"

"That going to be a problem?"

Marie laughed, a full sound that startled a robin off a fence post.

"I grew up with my parents and three siblings in a tiny apartment in Lapa. My sister Lucia used to sleep perpendicular across the foot of my bed because there was no room for another mattress. Sharing a huge guest house that has two bedrooms and its own kitchen with a K-Pop star? I think I will manage."

The dog park appeared around a bend in the road, a fenced acre of green tucked between two properties. Even this early, a handful of people stood inside with coffee cups, their dogs romping across the grass.

Belinha's ears went rigid. She heard them before she saw them. A chorus of barks and play growls drifted through the chain-link fence, and she pulled the leash taut, her stubby tail vibrating.

We pushed through the double gate and Marie kneeled to unclip the leash. Belinha stood frozen for a moment, looking up at Marie with those liquid brown eyes, uncertain.

"New ground, unfamiliar smells?" I said to Belinha. "Too many variables, girl?"

"Vai, minha linda. Go play."

Belinha considered this. Then she lowered her nose to the grass and trotted forward, reading the terrain in careful sweeps.

Twenty feet out, she encountered a pair of French bulldogs, one fawn, one brindle, both built like small anvils. They regarded each other.

Belinha dropped her front legs into a play bow, her rear end high, tail wagging. The fawn Frenchie mirrored her. Then all three exploded into a chase, looping and doubling back, the Frenchies snorting with the effort of keeping up.

"Damn, I want a dog," I said.

"Then get one."

"Can't. Like I said, my apartment's the size of a shoebox. I'm gone twelve hours a day between work and teaching. It wouldn't be fair to the dog."

I watched Belinha roll onto her back between the two Frenchies, all four paws in the air, tongue lolling sideways.

"Someday, though," I said wistfully.

Belinha came trotting back to us after a few minutes, the two Frenchies waddling behind her like a motorcade. She sat at Marie's feet and looked up, panting.

The Frenchies milled around my ankles, the brindle one sniffing my shoe with intense concentration.

"Oh my gosh, your dog is so sweet."

The voice came from behind us. A young woman approached across the grass.

She looked to be in her early twenties, Black, with a striking face with high cheekbones and a wide easy smile. She wore faded jeans and an oversized red flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows.

"She really is," Marie said, scratching behind Belinha's ears.

I crouched down and let the brindle Frenchie sniff my hand, then rubbed the flat space between its ears.

"These two are fantastic," I said. "I've always loved Frenchies."

"Right? They're the best."

The young woman kneeled beside me and scooped the fawn one into her arms. It licked her chin enthusiastically.

"One day I hope I can afford a couple of my own," she said.

"They are not yours?" Marie asked.

"Naw, I'm their nanny. Seriously. Dog nanny. That's my actual job title."

She laughed aloud, and the sound was bright and unforced, the kind of laugh that made you smile.

"I've never seen you two here before," she said, looking between us. "You new to the neighborhood?"

"Just visiting."

"Oh, cool. How long?"

"A while yet. We're both here working on a project nearby."

She set the Frenchie down and stood, brushing dirt from her jeans.

"I'm Opie. Short for Ophelia, which my mother has a lot to answer for."

"Ajax, and I know what you mean." I shook her hand. "And this is Marie."

"Nice to meet you both." Opie glanced between us again. "I'm always looking for cool people to hang out with. I moved here over a year ago and I still don't really know anybody. Like, nobody."

"The Seattle Freeze is real," I said. "It can take a while to break through. People here aren't unfriendly, they just have their circles already formed and they're not great at letting new people in."

"That's exactly it. Everyone's polite, but nobody ever follows through." Opie's smile shifted, something hopeful in it. "Well, I hope I just made a connection. You guys want to trade numbers? Maybe we could grab coffee or something."

"Sure." I pulled my phone from my pocket and held it out to her. "Call yourself. Then we'll both have the number."

Opie took the phone and started tapping. As she dialed, she looked up, casual.

"So how long have you two been a couple?"

Marie's whole body flinched.

"We are not a couple."

The words came out fast. Marie's cheeks colored and she looked away, adjusting her glasses.

Opie's eyes widened.

"Oh. Sorry. I didn't mean to assume anything, I just thought..."

She trailed off. Her gaze slid back to me, and something in it recalibrated. The polite friendliness gained a new quality.

She held eye contact a beat longer than before, and when she smiled, her lips pressed together in a way that was distinctly appraising.

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She tapped the screen and glanced at it.

"Got it."

She handed my phone back and her fingers brushed mine, lingering for half a second.

"I have to get these two back home. Their dad has a conference call at eight and he likes them in his office for moral support. Don't ask."

Her eyes remained on me. I was struck again by how pretty she was.

"Anyways, I'm really looking forward to hanging out with you, Ajax." A pause. "And Marie too, of course."

The afterthought landed with all the subtlety of a brick through a window.

"I'll look for your text," I said.

"Just promise me you won't ghost me. Seattle people are so passive-aggressive and I am tired of being ghosted. So tired."

"I won't ghost you, Opie."

Her smile opened up again, warm and genuine.

"It was really nice meeting you both."

She clipped the leashes back onto the two Frenchies and led them toward the gate, turning once to wave. Marie and I waved back.

Belinha had already lost interest, bounding across the park toward a sleek Doberman that stood near the water fountain.

Marie watched Opie disappear around the hedge line, then turned to me.

"What is it with you?" she asked.

"What do you mean?"

She rolled her eyes behind those thick frames.

"Opie, short for Ophelia? She was clearly interested in you."

"She's just looking to make friends. She said so herself. She's lonely out here."

Marie shook her head slowly.

"She wants to make new friends with you. Not with me. Did you see the way she looked at you after I said we were not together? Like someone just put a steak in front of her."

I opened my mouth to answer when a sound cut through the park. High, sharp, terrified. A yelp that carried pure animal panic in it.

Marie and I both spun toward the noise.

Belinha was on her back near the water fountain. The Doberman stood over her, teeth bared, its jaws clamped on her neck, shaking her like a rag doll.

"Fuck!" Marie gasped.

I didn't say a word. I was already sprinting.


Chapter 8



The waiting room at Emerald City Veterinary Emergency smelled of disinfectant and dog treats. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that flat institutional glow that made healthy people look sick.

A woman across from us cradled a tabby cat in a carrier, cooing at it through the wire door. Next to her, a man in a Seahawks hoodie had a golden retriever sprawled across his feet, the dog's tail thumping the linoleum every time someone walked past.

Two teenagers sat in the corner sharing earbuds, a hamster cage balanced on the girl's lap. They laughed at something on the boy's phone, a burst of sound that felt grating as we waited for news of Belinha.

Marie hadn't spoken since we arrived. She sat rigid in the molded plastic chair, her hands balled in her lap, her glasses smudged where she'd pushed them up her face with shaking fingers. Dried blood spotted her shirt. Belinha's blood.

I stared at the poster on the wall opposite. A golden retriever with a stethoscope. "Every pet deserves the best care!" Exclamation point. I read it fourteen times.

Marie's hand suddenly found mine. She didn't look at me. Her fingers threaded through mine and squeezed hard, and I squeezed back. Her palm was cold and damp.

We sat like that, silent, while the waiting room hummed and chattered around us.

Twenty minutes. Thirty. The clock above the reception desk had a second hand that stuttered on the nine before lurching forward.

A door opened. A woman in blue scrubs stepped out, clipboard in hand, scanning the room.

"Family for Belinha?"

We both stood. Marie's hand stayed locked in mine until we reached the door, then she let go to follow the vet through the hallway.

The treatment room was small, bright, and crowded with equipment. And there on the stainless steel table, lying on a folded towel, was Belinha.

Her eyes were half-closed, glassy from sedation. The fur on her neck had been shaved down to pink skin, revealing a row of neat black stitches.

Another shaved patch on her front left leg showed a second line of sutures, shorter, the surrounding skin stained amber from antiseptic.

Marie pressed both hands over her mouth.

"She did great," the vet assured her.

She was in her mid-forties, calm, with the practiced gentleness of someone who delivered bad news and good news in equal measure every day.

"The bite wounds on the neck looked worse than they were. Lots of blood, but the Doberman didn't penetrate the muscle fascia. The leg wound was superficial. We cleaned everything, stitched her up, gave her a course of antibiotics and a mild sedative."

"So she's going to be okay?" Marie asked in a shaky voice.

"She's going to be fine. Cocker spaniels have loose skin around the neck, which actually works in their favor in situations like this. The Doberman got a lot of skin but not much else."

The vet set her clipboard down and stroked Belinha's flank. The dog's stubby tail gave one weak wag.

"Take her home, use the cone, keep her quiet for a few days. Apply antibiotic ointment to both wound sites twice daily. I'll send the ointment home with you. Stitches come out in ten days. Any redness, swelling, discharge, bring her back."

Marie bent over the table and pressed her forehead to Belinha's. The dog's tongue emerged, slow and uncoordinated, and dragged across Marie's chin. Marie laughed and her shoulders shook.

"Minha menina. Minha menina corajosa."

I gathered Belinha into my arms. Her head lolled against my chest, and she blinked up at me with those dark liquid eyes, trusting and confused.

I carried her through the lobby, past the reception desk where Marie settled the bill, and out into the parking lot where Marie's hatchback sat in the sun.

I opened the rear door and laid Belinha on the blanket I'd grabbed from the guest house before we left. The dog settled into it, her nose twitching, and let out a long slow breath.

Marie climbed in beside her and placed Belinha's head in her lap. I got behind the wheel and pulled out onto the street.

The drive back to Bucklin Point took twenty minutes. I checked the rearview every few seconds.

Marie sat with her head tilted back against the seat, one hand resting on Belinha's ribs, feeling them rise and fall. Her eyes were closed. The light through the window caught the tear tracks on her cheeks, dried now, pale against her skin.

By the time I turned onto Sylvia's street and pulled through the gate, Belinha was sitting up. Wobbly, blinking, but upright, her ears perked forward at the familiar crunch of gravel under the tires.

Marie let out a sound that was half laugh, half sob.

"Look at you. Already."

I parked beside the guesthouse and came around to open the door. Belinha tried to stand, but her legs buckled.

I scooped her up again and carried her inside, through the small living room, down the hall to Marie's bedroom. The bed was unmade, sheets twisted, a paperback facedown on the nightstand.

I set Belinha in the center of the mattress and she immediately curled into a ball, nose tucked under her tail, and closed her eyes.

I sat on the edge of the bed and ran my hand down her back. Her fur was soft and warm, and beneath it I could feel the steady beat of her heart.

Marie stood in the doorway, arms crossed, watching.

"Ajax."

I looked up.

"Thank you."

Her voice was steady now, but her eyes glistened behind those thick frames.

"The way you got to her. You pulled that Doberman off and you didn't even hesitate. You just ran. And then you drove us here and you stayed and you held my hand and I..."

She stopped. Swallowed.

"You don't need to thank me."

"I do. Because I was frozen. I couldn't move. If you hadn't been there, that dog would have killed her."

I stood and crossed the room to her. She uncrossed her arms and I pulled her into a hug. Marie pressed her face into my chest and her hands gripped the back of my shirt, bunching the fabric. I could feel her breathing, fast at first, then slowing, steadying.

We pulled apart. Her hands slid from my back to my chest, resting there. She looked up at me, and in the space between one breath and the next, something shifted behind her eyes. A wall coming down, a decision being made.

She grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me down into a kiss.

Her mouth missed mine at first, catching the corner of my lip, and our noses bumped. She adjusted, tilting her head, and then her lips found mine.

The kiss was clumsy for a second, urgent and misaligned, my hands unsure where to land. Then something clicked. Her mouth opened against mine. My hands found her waist. Her fingers climbed from my chest to the back of my neck, pulling me deeper.

The kiss turned hungry. She pressed her body against mine, her breasts flattening against my chest, and a small sound escaped her throat.

Her right hand dropped between us. Her palm found my cock through my jeans, already hardening, and she rubbed along the length of me with a pressure that was deliberate, searching.

I groaned into her mouth and slid my hand under her shirt, up the warm plane of her stomach, until I found the heavy swell of her breast beneath the cotton of her bra. I cupped it, felt her nipple harden against my palm, and she gasped and bit my lower lip.

Then her whole body went rigid.

She wrenched backward, breaking the kiss, stumbling a half-step. Her hand flew to her mouth. Her chest heaved.

"No. No, I'm sorry. I should not be doing this."

"Marie. It's okay."

"It is not okay." She shook her head fast, not looking at me. "It feels wrong. This feels wrong."

"It felt right to me."

Her eyes snapped to mine. For a second something flickered there, desire fighting with something else, something older and more practiced. Then the wall rebuilt itself, brick by brick, behind those blue eyes.

"I'm sorry, Ajax. I truly am. I should not have done that."

"Don't apologize. There's nothing to apologize for."

She pushed her glasses up her nose with a trembling hand. She took a steadying breath, then another.

"Thank you. For today. For everything."

"Of course. Look, Marie, I'll be right next door if you need anything. If Belinha needs anything."

She nodded. I held her gaze for one more second, then turned and walked down the hallway and out the front door.

I needed to get my stuff from Marie's car. I was halfway across the gravel path to the hatchback when Sylvia's Range Rover pulled up the drive. She must have gotten the texts I'd sent from the vet's office.

Sylvia was out of the SUV before the engine died, red hair catching the afternoon light, long legs eating up the distance to the guest house.

"Where is she? Is Marie okay? Is the dog okay?"

"Inside. Belinha's stitched up, but she'll be fine. Marie could use you right now."

"Okay. Keys are in the Rover. Go pick up Jiyoo."

"I will."

Sylvia didn't hesitate. She swept past me and through the guesthouse door. I heard her voice, warm and maternal in a way I'd never heard from her before.

"Oh, sweetie. Come here. Come here, I've got you."

I checked my watch. Two fifteen. Jiyoo's flight landed at three.

I got into the Range Rover and headed for the airport.


Chapter 9



The I-5 merge north of the airport was a crawl, brake lights stretching out like a red river in the early evening haze. This part of Seattle definitely reminded me of traffic back in LA.

Jiyoo sat in the passenger seat of the Range Rover with her knees drawn up, pink hair spilling over the headrest, talking at a pace that suggested she'd been storing up words for the entire flight.

"So the turbulence over Chicago was so bad that Minja grabbed my arm and her nails, like, actually drew blood? See?"

She pushed up her sleeve and showed me three faint pink crescents on her forearm.

"And I was like, Minja, we survived that earthquake in Osaka, we can survive a bumpy plane! And she was like, that's not the same thing, and I was like, you're right, it's not, because at least during the earthquake, we weren't strapped into our seats!"

I merged into the left lane, narrowly avoiding a weaving Cybertruck.

"You get along with your group?" I asked.

"Oh my gosh, yes. They're my sisters. I mean, we fight, obviously. Five girls in a dorm? But yeah." She tucked a strand of pink hair behind her ear. "I'm going to miss them these next few weeks."

"Are your parents still in Tacoma? You could visit."

"They actually moved to Phoenix about a year ago. My dad got transferred for his company or whatever." She drummed her fingers on her knee. "But they're flying up for opening night. My mom already has her outfit picked out. She sent me photos. Like, two different options, Gucci or Chanel. I had to vote."

"Which one won?"

"The Chanel. Obviously."

Traffic opened up and I pushed the Range Rover past sixty. Jiyoo reached into her bag and pulled out a tall travel tumbler, matte pink with a cartoon bear sticker on it. She unscrewed the cap and took a long pull.

"What's that?"

"Low-calorie protein shake. My nutritionist put me on it after the... you know." She made a swooning gesture with her free hand. "The fainting thing in LA. So embarrassing."

"Not embarrassing. Concerning. The whole K-Pop lifestyle with the restrictions, the weigh-in days, no dating. It's intense."

She screwed the cap back on and stifled a burp.

"It is. I won't pretend it's not. But it's been getting better, actually. As K-Pop gets bigger globally, the companies have had to adapt. We get more creative input now. More autonomy with fashion, our social media. They encourage it, even."

"And dating?"

The drumming on her knee stopped and she frowned.

"That's the one area that's still... yeah. K-Pop fandom is really intense. Really parasocial. Like, fans feel like they're in a relationship with you. If I got seen dating a guy?" She puffed out her cheeks. "Huge scandal. Almost as bad as if I got caught smoking pot."

"Marijuana's legal in Washington State."

"It is! But I'm only nineteen, so." She shrugged with exaggerated innocence. "Still too young. For a lot of things."

The hesitation in her voice made me glance at her. I caught her staring at me and she quickly looked away. Jiyoo was jittery, almost nervous, talking fast and squirming in her seat. She reminded me of kids on the last day of school.

"Look, rehearsals are going to be intense," I said as I changed lanes around a semi. "Long hours, lots of repetition, emotional work. But you still need to decompress. I suggest you use this time away from your group to enjoy some of the stuff you normally can't."

"I'll pass on the pot."

"Fair enough. But there's got to be something."

Jiyoo went quiet. She bit her lower lip and twisted the tumbler in her hands.

"What is it?" I asked.

She leaned toward me and dropped her voice to a whisper, like she was confessing to a crime.

"I want a Thickee Burger and a chocolate shake."

The laugh came out of me before I could stop it.

"Thickee? Damn, you really are a Seattle native."

Her face split into a grin so wide it scrunched her nose.

"You know Thickee Burger?"

"Of course. I grew up here too, you know. There's the one in South Seattle. You want to go?"

"Are you serious right now? Yes. Yes yes yes."

Ten minutes later I pulled the Range Rover into the parking lot of the squat brick building with the hand-painted sign, the cartoon cow flexing a muscular arm, the words THICKEE BURGER EST. 1967 in block letters underneath.

The lot was half-full. Warm light poured through the plate-glass windows.

"Still no drive-thru," I said. "But the booths inside are as comfortable as they've always been."

Jiyoo had her seatbelt off and her hand on the door before I finished the sentence. She pushed it open, swung one leg out... and froze.

Through the windows, clusters of teenagers packed the booths and tall tables. A group of high school Asian girls huddled over their phones near the entrance, sharing fries from a communal basket.

Jiyoo pulled her leg back inside and shut the door. Her hand found the tumbler in her lap and gripped it.

"I can't go in. Those kids. If someone recognizes me..."

She trailed off. I watched her face. The want was still there, naked and obvious, but something else had settled over it like a film. That practiced caution, the constant calculation of a young woman whose every public moment carried consequences.

"No offense," she told me quickly. "But being seen in the company of an unrelated man would ignite a social media horror show."

I studied her with the eye I used in rehearsal, the one that read posture and breath and the space between what a person said and what they meant.

What I saw was a nineteen-year-old who had left home at eleven. A driven performer who lived inside a system of rules so total it governed what she ate, who she saw, where she went.

And underneath all of that was a teenager from Tacoma who just wanted a burger.

"Not a problem," I said reassuringly. "You wait here. What do you want on your Thickee?"

"Double patty. Extra pickles. No tomato. And the chocolate shake. The large."

"Got it."

"I wish they had onion rings, but they got rid of them years ago."

"Yeah, that was a damn shame. Be right back."

I left the engine running and walked inside. The smell hit me, grease and char and toasted buns, and I was flooded with memories from childhood.

Thickee Burger, you still smell so damn good.

I ordered Jiyoo's double patty and got myself a single with everything, two chocolate shakes and a welcome surprise... onion rings! The girl at the register called my number in under five minutes.

I crossed the parking lot with the paper sack in one hand and the drinks cradled against my chest and climbed back into the Range Rover. Jiyoo's eyes locked onto the bag like it contained treasure.

"We used to eat in the parking lot when I was little," she said. "My parents and me. Right in the car after church. My dad would put napkins on the dashboard and my mom would yell at him for getting grease on the steering wheel."

"Sounds like a good memory. We used to eat out here too. We were poor, so it was always a special treat. But I know a better spot."

I pulled out of the lot and headed south toward the industrial district. The neighborhoods thinned, residential giving way to warehouses and loading docks, chain link and gravel.

I pointed through the windshield as we passed a squat brick building with dark windows.

"The Old Cannery Theatre. That's where we rehearse starting tomorrow."

Jiyoo pressed her face to the glass.

"Oh my gosh. It's so cool. It looks like something from a movie."

"Wait till you see the inside."

I turned down a narrow road that ran along the waterfront, past a row of shuttered marine supply shops, and pulled behind an abandoned warehouse where the pavement gave way to cracked concrete and tufts of sea grass. I killed the headlights and the view opened up in front of us.

Seattle at night. Can't beat it.

The skyline blazed across Elliott Bay, glass towers catching and throwing light, the Space Needle glowing against a sky that still held a thin bruise of purple along the western horizon. The water between us and the city was black and flat and scattered with the reflected lights of a hundred buildings.

Jiyoo's mouth fell open. She pressed both palms against the windshield.

"Oh. Oh, that's... wow."

"I know."

"How'd you know to park here?"

"I'm familiar with this part of town. Anyways, we should eat while the food's hot." I rustled the paper bag open on the center console. "And... I got onion rings too!"

She whipped around, pink hair flying.

"You did not!"

"I did. They're back."

"Oh. My. God! Share them with me? Pleeease?"

I pulled the basket out and set it between us. She grabbed a ring and bit into it and her eyes closed and she exhaled a groan that made me chuckle.

When she opened her eyes, she caught me grinning at her.

"What?"

"Nothing. Eat your burger."

She unwrapped it with almost reverence. In the glow of the Seattle skyline, she took her first bite and made that sound again, and I let myself enjoy watching someone experience pure, uncomplicated happiness.


Chapter 10



The Range Rover crunched up the gravel drive and the main house came into view, every window lit from within, warm light spilling across the manicured lawn. The swimming pool glowed turquoise beyond the hedgerow, steam curling off the heated water into the cool evening air.

Jiyoo leaned forward in her seat, both hands on the dashboard.

"That's where I'm staying?"

"The guest house is around the side. But yeah, this is Sylvia's place."

The guesthouse appeared as I swung the Range Rover past the main building. Landscape lighting picked out the stone path, the flower boxes beneath the windows, the closed front doors.

"AJ, I've been sharing a room with four other girls in a dormitory in Gangnam for eight years. Bunk beds. Shared bathroom. One closet between us."

She pressed her forehead to the window.

"This is going to be the most relaxing few weeks of my life," she whispered. "And the most intense."

"New experiences are real adventures," I agreed.

I parked and killed the engine. We climbed out into the Seattle night, the cooling air mixing with the faint chlorine drift from the pool.

Before I could get to the back of the SUV, the guest house door swung open and Marie came down the stone path, arms already spread wide.

"Jiyoo! You're here!"

Jiyoo stiffened for just a fraction of a second as Marie wrapped her in a full embrace. Then something in her relaxed and she threw her arms around Marie's neck and squeezed back.

"Oi, Marie! Tudo bem?"

Marie pulled back, holding Jiyoo at arm's length, her face bright with surprise.

"Your Portuguese is so good! You've been practicing."

"Every day! I have an app."

"We're going to get along just fine."

I watched Marie's face as the animation settled. She glanced at me and her smile faltered, just barely. Her eyes found my collar, my shoulder, the Range Rover behind me. Anywhere but my eyes.

"How's Belinha doing?" I asked.

"Resting. She's healing well, just like the vet said. She ate a full dinner, which is a great sign."

I couldn't help but see the tightness around her mouth, the way she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

This anxiousness wasn't about the dog. It was the kiss we shared, the way Marie had clung to me, and Marie was doing everything she could to pretend it wasn't there.

"AJ told me all about the attack on the drive over," Jiyoo said, touching Marie's arm. "Poor Belinha, that's so much trauma. I would love to see her, if that's okay?"

"She'd love the company," I said, giving Marie a way to gracefully retreat from my presence. "Marie, why don't you take Jiyoo inside and show her where she'll be sleeping? I'll grab the bags."

Marie reached for Jiyoo's hand and folded it into hers.

"Come on. Your room has the nicest view. You can see the pool from the window."

They disappeared through the door, Jiyoo chattering about the flight and Marie nodding and guiding her by the hand down the hallway. I went around to the back of the Range Rover and popped the back.

Three suitcases. A large duffel bag. A guitar case in a padded black sleeve. I was pulling the first suitcase out when I heard footsteps on the gravel behind me.

"There you are."

Sylvia's voice was low and warm. She wore a cream silk blouse tucked into linen trousers, her red hair loose around her shoulders, bare feet on the stone path.

"We're back in one piece."

"How was the drive?" she asked.

"Good. Jiyoo's in great spirits. Talked the entire way. I think she's been lonely out on tour."

"Well, I'm glad she's finally here. You're so late, though? I was starting to worry."

"We stopped at Thickee Burger on the way home."

Sylvia's eyebrows rose.

"You took our K-Pop star to Thickee Burger?"

"She asked. Practically begged. She's a Tacoma girl. I think going to Thickee Burger was almost a religious experience for her."

Sylvia laughed, an incredulous laugh that crinkled the corners of her eyes.

"I'm having Edwina set up the poolside table. Drinks, snacks. A little welcome party for our new cast member."

"That's an excellent idea."

"I'll go inside and meet the girlies. But first..."

She stepped into me. Her hand found the back of my neck and she pulled my mouth to hers. The kiss was slow, deliberate, her lips parting just enough to catch my lower lip between hers before she deepened it.

When she pulled back her green eyes stayed fixed on mine, half-lidded, and she dropped her voice to a whisper.

"I know about you and Edwina."

I held her gaze. Didn't flinch.

"Edwina is a special woman."

"She is." Sylvia's thumb traced my jawline, a gesture we both loved. "Very special woman. And very much my employee, so don't you dare tire her out, you naughty boy. I need her functional."

"Noted."

"Come to my bedroom tonight?"

"I would like nothing better."

She kissed me again, lighter this time, a seal on the arrangement, then turned on her bare feet and walked up the stone path to the guest house.

I watched her go, the sway of her hips deliberate and unhurried, and then I grabbed Jiyoo's suitcases two at a time and followed.

Inside, the living room was a warm huddle. Marie and Jiyoo were crowded together on the sofa, both kneeling over Belinha, who lay stretched on her side with a soft cone collar around her neck and a bandage wrapped around her midsection. The cocker spaniel's tail was going like a metronome, thumping against the cushions as Jiyoo scratched behind her ears with both hands.

"She's so sweet! Look at her little face!"

"She likes you," Marie said. "She doesn't wag for everyone."

Belinha's tail picked up speed, as if to confirm the assessment. The bandage was clean and the swelling around her shoulder had gone down considerably. Belinha was on the mend.

Sylvia swept in and Jiyoo bounced up from the sofa. They embraced, Sylvia towering over her, air kisses exchanged on both cheeks.

"Welcome back to Seattle, sweetie. We are going to have the best time."

"I already am!"

As the three women chattered, I left the bags grouped together in the corner of the living room and slipped back out the door.

The pool area glowed. I saw Edwina standing at the long glass table arranging platters, a lighter in one hand, touching flame to a row of glass votives that ran down the center of the spread. She wore a simple navy dress and flats, her gray hair catching the candlelight as she bent over the table.

She looked up at the sound of my footsteps on the pool deck and her lips pressed together in a smile that was half warmth, half uncertainty.

I crossed the deck to her. I stopped close enough that she had to tilt her chin up to meet my eyes.

"How are you doing, Edwina?"

She set the lighter down on the table and smoothed the front of her dress with both palms.

"I have not slept so deeply in years. You wore me out completely." Her voice dropped. "My legs. They are still shaky."

"It was worth it, I hope?"

Color rose in her cheeks and she looked down at the candles.

"It was," she said quietly. "It truly was. Thank you, Ajax. For such a wonderful time. I won't forget it."

The way she said it troubled me. The finality in her voice, like she was closing a book and placing it carefully on a shelf.

"You make it sound like it was a one-off thing."

She kept her eyes on the votives.

"Wasn't it?"

"Only if that's what you want."

Silence. The pool filter hummed. A candle flame bent sideways in a breeze that carried the scent of pine.

"No," she whispered. "I want more."

"I do too."

I kissed her. My hand found the curve of her ass through the thin fabric of her dress and I squeezed, pulling her body flush against mine.

She shivered, a tremor that traveled from her shoulders down through her hips, and a small gasp escaped against my mouth.

I broke the kiss just enough to speak against her lips.

"There will be a next time. And next time, I swear I'm going to cum inside that tight pussy of yours."

Her breath caught. Her brown eyes, huge behind her glasses, searched my face.

"Okay," she nodded.

Then, barely audible, the words tumbling out like something she'd been holding in her chest...

"Ti voglio dentro di me."

I didn't know what that meant, but the emotion in Edwina's eyes was clear. I kissed her again, softer this time, and gave her ass a pat that made her jump and then laugh, a girlish sound that made me grin.

"Now. What can I do to help you finish setting up?"

She straightened her glasses and smoothed her dress again, composure returning in layers.

"You can uncork the champagne and the sparkling cider. Jiyoo is too young for alcohol, yes?"

"She is. Just nineteen."

"So young."

"We all were young once. Young and horny."

I reached for her ass again and Edwina playfully swatted my hand away.

"Go and open those bottles!" she scolded.

"Edwina, your wish is my command."


Chapter 11



The Old Cannery smelled of sawdust and old brick. It was a comforting smell, one we'd all come to associate with long days and nights working to get 52 Acres produced.

On stage, I stood between Jiyoo and Sylvia, walking Jiyoo through the second act entrance where Cheong comes in from the orchard and finds Janet standing at the kitchen window. We'd been at it for three hours. My shirt was damp at the collar.

I positioned Jiyoo stage left, angled her shoulders about fifteen degrees toward the house, and pointed to a piece of masking tape on the floor.

"That's your landing spot. You hit that mark, deliver the line, then wait for Sylvia's cross before you move again."

I reminded them both that this was a purely mechanical rehearsal, spacing and blocking only. Recite the lines flat, don't act, don't emote. Just say the words and move to the marks.

Jiyoo nodded with the earnest focus of someone who'd spent years learning choreography down to the millimeter. Sylvia rolled her neck and said she understood.

They ran the entrance. Jiyoo found her mark clean. Sylvia crossed on cue, cheating out toward the seats just enough to keep her face visible from the far ends of the front row.

They traded their lines like people reading items off a grocery list, which was exactly what I wanted. I made a small adjustment to Jiyoo's position, shifting her half a step downstage so she wouldn't get lost behind Sylvia's shoulder from the house right seats.

They ran it again. Better this time.

We moved to the final confrontation.

I walked Jiyoo through the cross. Slow, deliberate steps from stage left to center, stopping two feet in front of Sylvia.

I had Sylvia plant her feet wide, shoulders back, chin lifted. At five-ten, she already had four inches on Jiyoo. In this configuration, with Jiyoo slightly downstage on the flat and Sylvia rooted above her, the height gap became a chasm. Janet towering over Cheong, small and unshakeable beneath her.

"Now the apple."

Jiyoo held the prop apple in both hands. She extended it upwards.

Sylvia took it, brought it to her mouth, bit.

She handed it back down. Jiyoo bit.

I had them turn together, a quarter rotation to face the house, standing shoulder to shoulder with the apple between them.

"Right here, the light shifts. Frankie will take us from the warm wash, that late afternoon amber, and pull it down slow. Sunset into nothing. Five count fade. You hold absolutely still."

They held their positions. The work lights buzzed overhead, flat and ugly, but in my mind I could see it. The sunlight draining away, two women sharing the last fruit from a dying orchard.

"And BLACKOUT."

Sylvia and Jiyoo peeled off upstage and disappeared through the gap in the back curtain, rehearsing their exit paths so they wouldn't collide in the dark. I heard their footsteps on the concrete behind the flat, then silence.

I dropped into the seat next to Marie. She sat with a notebook open across her knees, pen in hand, eyes fixed on the empty stage.

"House lights UP!"

Sylvia and Jiyoo emerged from backstage and walked to center, standing side by side. I clapped. Marie clapped. They gave a small bow, then Sylvia straightened and looked at me with one eyebrow raised.

"Where's your bow, Ajax? You're up here with us on opening night."

"Director's privilege. I'll rehearse my bow later. Maybe the day of. Maybe I'll just wing it."

"Unbelievable."

"Take a quick break backstage, both of you. Hydrate. We'll run the blocking again in five."

They headed off together, and I caught fragments of their conversation as they passed through the curtain gap. Jiyoo's voice, bright and quick, saying something about footwork during the confrontation. Sylvia answering lower, both of them working out how not to crowd each other's marks.

I turned to Marie.

"How'd the adjustments read from out here? The new cross?"

"Fine."

"What about the apple moment? The height difference. Think we can push it further? Maybe bring Jiyoo another half step downstage, really open that gap."

Marie's pen tapped against the margin of her notebook.

"It's okay."

Her words were flat, almost uninterested. I sat with them for a moment, feeling the irritation climb through my chest.

Marie had been like this the whole rehearsal. Present in body, absent in every way that mattered. No suggestions about the staging. No questions about the rewrites. No arguments, which from Marie was the most alarming absence of all.

I kept my voice low. The curtain gap was thirty feet away, but sound carried in this room.

"This can't go on, Marie."

She didn't look up from her notebook.

"What can't?"

"This."

I gestured at her, at the blank page, at the hollow space where her voice should have been filling the room.

"You've been checked out the entire rehearsal. You haven't offered a single note. That's not you."

She turned a page that didn't need turning.

"Sorry. I guess I'm still shook up about Belinha."

"That's bullshit and you fucking know it."

Her head snapped toward me. Her blue eyes behind those thick black frames blazed with something hot and immediate, and for the first time all day she was actually looking at me.

"There she is," I said. "I'll take that anger. Hell, I'll take anything over you staring at your shoes and giving me one-word answers."

Her jaw tightened. She held my gaze, and I watched her fight the urge to look away.

"I know what's going on," I said, still quiet. "You kissed me and now you're in your head about it."

"No, you kissed me."

"Marie..."

"You kissed me first, and I--"

"Stop. Listen to me." I leaned forward in my seat, elbows on my knees. "We have two weeks until opening night. Jiyoo just got here. She's talented and she's committed, but she needs all three of us pulling together to integrate her into this show. She needs your words, she needs my direction, she needs Sylvia's experience onstage with her. And right now the playwright is sitting in the front row giving me 'fine' and 'it's okay' while the clock ticks down."

Marie's grip on her pen had gone white-knuckled.

"Whatever you're wrestling with, whatever's happening in here--" I tapped my chest. "Snap out of it. Put it in a fucking box. Seal it. Shove it in a corner. You can open it after we close. But right now, this play needs you. It's bigger than what I want. It's bigger than what you want. It's bigger than any of our individual bullshit."

She stared at me for a long beat. The work lights hummed.

"You think a kiss is what rattled me?"

"I don't think so. I know so."

"You sure have a high opinion of yourself, Covington."

"Blame Gorst. They drilled it into me. The play is the thing."

"You're quoting Hamlet at me. Badly."

"And yet the point stands."

I raised my voice just enough to reach the back curtain.

"Sylvia, Jiyoo. Ready to run it again?"

A beat, then Jiyoo's voice bounced off the concrete walls.

"Ready!"

Sylvia's followed, lower.

"Ready when you are."

I looked at Marie, holding her gaze.

"Are you ready to finally do some fucking work?"

"Vai se foder," she mumbled.

She flipped her notebook and opened it to a fresh page, clicking her pen with a sharp snap of her thumb.

"I'm ready," she said.

"Thirty-second countdown!"

I leaned close to her. Marie blinked up at me, startled.

"If you give me good notes this run," I told her, "I'll let you kiss me again."

The corner of her mouth twitched into a smile. A flash, barely there. She killed it fast, pulling her brows into a scowl that didn't quite land.

I grinned and faced the stage.

"Lights UP. And SCENE!"


Chapter 12



"Windfall apples make the best cider. Sometimes a little rot makes things even sweeter."

I delivered the line flatly, without emotion. This was still just a rehearsal to nail the blocking, not doing any character work. That would come later.

Jiyoo stood in front of me, exactly where she needed to be for the sight lines to work. She lifted the bushel basket and cradled it against her hip, head turned toward the wing as if watching the orchard in the distance.

She's got this nailed. This whole rehearsal has been on point. Jiyoo is a natural.

Slowly, she pivoted on her left foot and set the basket down at the tape mark. Clean. Precise. The pivot had the economy of a dancer who'd spent half her life counting beats.

She turned to face me. Her right hand came up fast, open palm, and connected with my cheek.

The crack echoed through the empty house. Perfect contact, perfect sound, zero force. The slap was all wrist snap and timing, the skin-on-skin pop selling the violence while my head barely moved.

Her hand came up again.

I caught her mid-swing. My fingers wrapped around her wrist and held it.

"One is all you get."

Jiyoo twisted left, her body corkscrewing away from me, and her knees buckled on the count of two. She dropped exactly as we'd rehearsed it in that LA hotel room, her weight falling backward and slightly sideways so I could catch her under the shoulders.

I guided her down, one arm bracing her back, the other sliding beneath her neck, lowering her to the stage floor.

"Awesome stage fall!" I said enthusiastically. "You did that perfectly!"

Then I looked down at her.

Her pink hair fanned across the black deck. Her brown eyes were wide, fixed on my face... but the expression in them was not Cheong's. Not the defiance we'd discussed for this moment, not the fury of a girl who'd been grabbed by a man she respected as a father figure.

What I saw was softer, a look that belonged to Jiyoo, not the character, and it lingered there like she'd forgotten we were working.

Damn it. She's crushing on me hard.

I'd suspected in LA, when she'd leaned into me during our blocking session, when her laughter had come a beat too quick at everything I said.

But suspecting and knowing were different animals. Since Sylvia and Marie had left an hour ago and it was just the two of us running Jiyoo's scenes, every small signal had sharpened into clarity.

The way she found reasons to stand close.

The way her gaze tracked me when I walked across the stage.

The nervous energy that hummed off her whenever I adjusted her position.

Jiyoo Kim had a full-blown crush on me. And she was terrible at hiding it.

She is amazingly beautiful.

The thought surfaced without permission. Lying there in the flat work light with her hair wild and her lips parted, she looked like something a painter would spend months trying to capture. Any man with a pulse would feel the pull.

I felt it now, a low magnetic tug in my chest, and I let myself acknowledge it the way you acknowledge a red light at an intersection. You see it. You stop.

Nineteen years old. Virgin. Never been kissed. A girl who'd spent her adolescence in training dorms and practice rooms, who said "dang" instead of "damn" and meant it.

A girl who was three thousand miles from her group, alone in a city she barely remembered, attaching herself to the first person who'd given her real creative attention.

Two weeks until opening night.

I slid my hand from beneath Jiyoo's neck and took her arm, pulling her gently to her feet. She brushed off her leggings, a flush creeping up her neck.

"That was excellent. The fall was textbook. I can tell you put in serious hours on it."

Her face lit up.

"I watched the video so many times! The one we made in LA. I practiced it like choreo, you know? Like learning a new routine. Break it into counts, drill each section, then run it full speed."

"It shows."

"When you told me you were taking over for Dennis, I was so excited." She looked at the floor, then back up. "To work with you again, I mean. In person."

"I'm glad we get to work together again too. And I appreciate how dedicated you've been, especially with opening night this close."

I held her gaze, keeping my tone warm but level. This next part was going to be unpleasant.

"Your focus on the performance is going to be key here, Jiyoo. This is your acting debut. Staying locked in on the work, not getting distracted by anything... anything... outside of it, that's what's going to make this land for you. You can't allow yourself to be distracted. The work comes first. Do you understand what I mean?"

The light behind her eyes dimmed. Not much, just a fraction, but I saw it. The flicker of understanding as my words found their proper target.

Her lips pressed together and she gave a small nod, the kind that came from processing rather than agreement.

"Right. Of course. The work comes first."

She said it with a brightness that cost her something. I could hear the effort in it, the practiced cheer of a performer who'd been trained since childhood to smile through discomfort on camera.

Guilt needled me. But guilt was a luxury I couldn't afford right now, and neither could she. Better a moment of awkwardness than weeks of tangled signals that would bleed into the performance and poison it.

Jiyoo was smart. She'd caught my meaning. That was enough.

"Let's move through the final blocking for Act Two. We've got the cross, the apple sequence, and your exit path to lock down before--"

"AJ?"

I stopped.

"Yeah?"

"When you called me about taking over the role?" Jiyoo said, her voice careful now, deliberate. "You mentioned something about changed dynamics between the characters. You said we'd need to discuss it. What did you mean?"

My stomach did a slow roll. I'd planned to bring this up later in the week, after Jiyoo had found her footing in the space, after she'd gotten comfortable with Sylvia and settled into the daily rhythm of rehearsal.

Not now. Not while we were alone and the air between us still carried the charge of what I'd just deflected.

But Jiyoo stood there with her hands clasped in front of her, waiting, and I recognized the look. This had been sitting in her. Maybe since the phone call to tell her Dennis had quit. Maybe since she'd landed in Seattle.

I cleared my throat.

"When Dennis was playing Kenneth, the character was a man in his mid-forties. That age gap between Kenneth and Cheong drove the relationship. He was fatherly, protective, sometimes controlling. Marie wrote it that way, and it worked with Dennis in the role."

Jiyoo nodded slowly, waiting for me to continue.

"After Dennis left and I stepped in, the three of us, Sylvia, Marie, and me, talked through the options. Aging me up with makeup, prosthetics, whatever. But in a black box theatre this size, with the audience sitting ten feet from the stage, that stuff falls apart. You can't sell forty-four when you're twenty-six and the front row can count your pores."

"So you're playing Kenneth as someone your own age?"

"Yes. Twenty-six years old. Which changes the dynamic between Kenneth and Janet. And between Kenneth and Cheong."

Jiyoo went quiet. Her brow furrowed. I watched her work through it the way she'd worked through the fall, breaking it into components, testing each piece.

"If Kenneth is in his twenties," she said, "then Cheong wouldn't see him as a father figure."

Her eyes moved across the empty stage as if reading something written in the air.

"Not the way we talked about in LA," she said. "That whole dynamic, the way Cheong looks up to him, seeks his approval, tests his authority. That was built on the age gap."

I felt a pulse of genuine admiration. She'd found it faster than I expected.

"You're right. A man close to Cheong's own age doesn't occupy that role. So how do you think Cheong approaches him instead?"

Jiyoo chewed her lower lip.

"Cheong is extroverted. She reaches out to people. But she's also lonely. Like really lonely. She left everything she knew to come to this place, and she's looking for someone to hold on to."

Her voice gathered strength as the character's new motivations took shape in her mind.

"Not a father, no, not from a young Kenneth. She'd be drawn to him differently. She'd want connection, comfort, but it would feel more like..." She paused, searching for the word. "Desire. She'd be drawn to him romantically."

I nodded. The kid had nailed it in one pass, the same conclusion I'd wrestled Sylvia toward and argued with Marie about for days.

"That's exactly how we'll approach it," I said. "Cheong's desire for Kenneth becomes the engine of her scenes."

Jiyoo smiled. Something knowing flickered behind it, older than her years.

"That changes everything, doesn't it?" she asked.

"It does."

The glimmer in her eyes held steady. I saw it and felt the familiar tension pull taut between what was right for the character and what was complicated for the people playing them.

Jiyoo understanding Cheong's desire was essential.

Jiyoo confusing Cheong's desire with her own was dangerous.

I opened my mouth to steer us back to the blocking when my phone buzzed in my back pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the screen.

I read the message twice. My jaw tightened.

"What's going on?" Jiyoo asked.

"Some kind of problem." I shoved the phone back into my pocket. "We need to get back to Sylvia's house. Both of us. Now."


Chapter 13



I pulled the Range Rover to a stop near the guest house. Through the windshield I could see Sylvia and Marie standing at the edge of the pool, the string lights overhead casting long shadows across the deck.

Sylvia had her arm around Marie's shoulders, pulling her close. Marie's head was bowed. At her feet, Belinha pressed her snout against Marie's dangling hand, whimpering softly.

Jiyoo leaned forward in her seat, her pink hair falling across her face.

"Oh no, oh shoot. That doesn't look good at all." She gripped the dashboard. "Please tell me this isn't as bad as it looks."

"Only one way to find out."

I killed the engine and we crossed the lawn together. Up close, the tension was even worse. Marie's face was tight, her jaw clenched so hard I could see the muscles working beneath her skin. Her glasses sat crooked on her nose like she'd been pressing her palms against her eyes.

And Sylvia? Sylvia looked pained in a way I hadn't seen before, something beyond frustration or silly diva rage. She looked ashamed, almost guilty.

That one threw me. I was still turning it over when Sylvia gave us the bad news.

"The musician who wrote Cheong's song..." Her voice came out thin, scraped raw between anger and sadness. "He's withdrawn permission for us to use his composition in the production."

The shock hit me like a punch in the gut. Of all the blows I'd braced for, this wasn't one of them.

The song was our bedrock. It was the emotional spine of the play, the vehicle through which Cheong's inner world opened up and flooded the stage, tying together every thematic thread Marie had woven through the script.

Without it, the play had a hole in its center.

I looked at Jiyoo. Her lips were pressed together, her eyes wide and glassy with concern.

"When did you find out?" I asked.

"About an hour ago." Marie's voice was flat, hollowed out. "He called me directly."

"Why? Did he give you a reason?"

Marie shook her head and turned away, staring out over the pool. Belinha whined and pressed harder against her leg.

"It was my father."

Sylvia dropped her arm from Marie's shoulders and crossed her own arms tightly over her chest.

"Are you sure?" I asked, although I knew the answer.

"It had to be. The musician returned every cent of the commission. Every cent, Ajax. Nobody does that unless someone paid them a lot more to walk away."

"That nasty son of a bitch!" Marie spat. "He couldn't kill the play by taking Dennis, so now he's ripping out the music. Piece by piece, he's going to tear my play apart until there's nothing left."

I agreed, Bryce Peterson was a nasty son of a bitch. But I couldn't say that and leave it there, not with three women looking at me like the floor had just opened beneath their feet.

Marie, with her jaw locked against tears, Sylvia vibrating with rage, Jiyoo standing a half step behind me, young and uncertain and searching for something solid to hold on to.

This was another moment where they either stayed together or flew apart.

"Okay, this is a big blow." I kept my voice level, steady enough to anchor the room. "There's no denying that. But we've done this before. When Dennis left, we thought the show was dead. We adapted. We rewrote. We found a path forward, and we'll do it again."

Marie let out a long, defeated breath.

"Ajax, there are less than two weeks left. Two weeks. It took three months to commission that song. We can't just conjure new music out of thin air."

"Then we don't conjure. We find something that already exists. Public domain. What about folk songs, old standards? How far back do we need to go for public domain?"

"We were just discussing that," Sylvia said. "Ninety-six years. Anything published before 1930 is fair game this year."

"Good. That gives us a baseline. Blues, folk, old spirituals. There's a century of American music to pull from. I have a friend at Gorst who's a musicologist. If I call her tonight she can probably put together a list of candidates by morning and we can start narrowing down which melody fits Marie's lyrics..."

"Um...."

Jiyoo's voice was barely above a whisper.

"Jiyoo?" I asked.

She blinked, her cheeks coloring pink to match her hair.

"I, uh... I might have an idea."

Before any of us could ask what she meant, she spun on her heel and ran toward the guest house, her sneakers slapping against the flagstone path. The door banged shut behind her.

Baffled, I watched her go, then turned to Marie. I put my hand on her shoulder. She went rigid beneath my palm, every muscle braced against the contact.

I didn't move, didn't press, just let the warmth of my hand sit there. After a few seconds, something released in her. Her shoulders dropped. She exhaled through her nose and leaned, just barely, into my touch.

"We're going to figure this out. Even if it means you and I stay up all night combing through public domain databases."

Marie nodded without looking up.

Sylvia moved closer, standing on Marie's other side.

"I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry he's doing this to your play, Marie. This is my mess. My father, my baggage, and you're the one paying for it."

Marie started to respond, but the guesthouse door banged again and Jiyoo came trotting across the lawn carrying her black guitar case. Glittery stickers covered it like a second skin.

I clapped my hands together, hope rising.

"Please, Jiyoo. Please tell me you know a public domain song that'll work."

Jiyoo set the case down on the pool deck and kneeled beside it, flipping the latches.

"I might have something better."

She glanced up, and I saw shyness warring with excitement on her face.

"It's an original song I've been working on. For a long time, actually. Years. It's not finished. Some of the bridge is rough and the second verse still needs work, but..."

Jiyoo pulled the guitar free, a worn acoustic with a cedar top.

"Maybe it could work."

"Play it," I told her.

She nodded and stood, settling the guitar against her hip. Her fingers found the strings and she strummed once, adjusting the tuning peg.

"The lyrics are in Korean," she said. "But that doesn't matter. Marie's lyrics are her property, right?"

She looked at Marie. Marie straightened her glasses.

"The lyrics are mine, yes. I wrote them."

"So just listen to the music. Imagine your words instead of mine."

She strummed the opening chord and I understood within seconds that this was something entirely different. The commissioned song had been plaintive, delicate, a folk melody built on minor chords and silence.

Jiyoo's song was a rolling, R&B progression with a swing in its hips, the kind of music that made you lean forward in your seat.

Then Jiyoo opened her mouth and sang.

Her voice climbed high and clear into the evening air, carrying Korean words I couldn't understand but didn't need to. The melody was sinuous, curling around itself.

I felt a shiver race up the back of my neck and settle between my shoulder blades. Jiyoo's eyes had closed. Her fingers moved across the frets with the confidence of someone who'd played this song a thousand times alone in a room, refining it, loving it, afraid to show it to anyone.

Watching this beautiful young woman pour herself into the music, her face stripped of its usual eager sweetness and replaced by something dreamy and unguarded, made the song land even harder.

The last chord hung in the air. Faded. Silence.

Jiyoo opened her eyes. She looked at us.

Nobody spoke.

"I know it's really different from what you had before." Her words came fast now, tumbling. "It's probably too different, and the bridge is still rough like I said, and honestly I probably shouldn't have played something so unfinished for you guys. I'm sorry, I just thought maybe..."

Sylvia crossed the distance in two long strides and swept Jiyoo into a hug so fierce it lifted the girl off her toes, the guitar pressed sideways between them.

"It's amazing." Sylvia's voice cracked. "It's perfect. That's the song."

Marie pulled off her glasses and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

"She's right. Jiyoo, that was wonderful. Truly wonderful."

Jiyoo's face broke open with pure, uncomplicated joy. Her eyes shone and she bounced on her heels inside Sylvia's embrace. I felt the weight of what this young girl had just given us settle into my chest like a burning coal.

"There is one problem, though," Marie said.

Jiyoo's face fell. Marie reached out immediately and put her hand on Jiyoo's arm.

"The problem is me, not you." Marie put her glasses back on and squared her shoulders. "The lyrics I wrote were built for a different song. A sadder, quieter song. They don't fit this."

She turned to me and her blue eyes held something I recognized. A fiery desire, thinly veiled and struggling against its leash.

"You've already changed the dynamic that Kenneth brings," she told me. "The song should reflect that, the romantic tension we're injecting into the play. I need to rewrite the lyrics. Make them more sensual. More alive."

I held her gaze and felt that pulse again, that current running between us, her desire pressing against the walls she'd built to contain it.

Marie looked away first.

"If you're planning to rewrite, you better get to it tonight," I said. "Rehearsal tomorrow morning."

Marie nodded. She reached down and took Jiyoo's hand in hers.

"Are you okay working late? I'll need you to play the melody over and over while I fit new words to it."

Jiyoo's grin could have powered the entire house.

"There is literally nothing I love more in the whole entire world than working on music."

"That's the most reassuring thing I've heard all day."

Marie picked up Jiyoo's guitar case with her free hand, still holding onto the younger woman with the other, and started walking them both toward the guest house.

Sylvia called after them.

"Is there anything you need? Anything at all?"

Marie glanced over her shoulder.

"A pot of Edwina's coffee would be maravilhosa."

"Do you have sugar-free cocoa?" Jiyoo asked.

"We absolutely do."

Jiyoo let out a whoop that echoed off the guesthouse walls, and then she and Marie disappeared through the front door.


Chapter 14



Moonlight streamed through the window of Sylvia's bedroom. She pulled me into the room and then went straight to the bar cart in the corner and poured a shot of tequila.

She lifted the glass to her lips, but I reached over and pressed her hand down.

"You don't need that."

"I most certainly do." Her green eyes flashed. "I need to get drunk. And then I need to get fucked. In that order. Immediately."

I pressed her hand down again, firmer this time, guiding the shot glass back to the cart. Sylvia's nostrils flared.

"Stop trying to control me, Ajax. I am thirty-four years old. Eight years older than you. I don't need you deciding when I can and cannot have a drink in my own goddamn house."

"Getting drunk and fucking your way through the evening is no way for a grown woman to handle this," I said. "Especially not one who needs every ounce of focus she has for her craft right now."

"I'll be the judge of what I need."

"Your judgment. Or your lack of judgement?" I let the words land. "Crashing out and acting up. That's exactly how you developed such a nasty reputation in Hollywood, Sylvia. It's why people hated working with you. No one wants to deal with a spoiled brat."

Her eyes went wide and her hand came up fast, palm open. It cracked across my face so hard that my head turned sideways. The sting bloomed hot across my cheek.

I turned back to face her. My cheek was burning, but I didn't blink.

"Living up to your reputation, Ms. Laurentis?"

She swung again. I caught her wrist mid-flight and held it. Her pulse hammered against my fingers like a trapped bird.

"One is all you get."

My line from the play-- Kenneth to Cheong, Act Two, Scene Four.

Recognition flickered across Sylvia's face and her breath caught. She stood there, chest heaving, caught between wanting to claw my eyes out and wanting to devour me. Both impulses fighting for control of the same body, lust winning out.

She lunged forward, mouth open, reaching for my lips.

I put my free hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her back.

Sylvia staggered, steadied herself. Her robe had slipped off one shoulder and she didn't fix it. Her face was flushed, her lips parted, and the look she gave me could have peeled paint.

"What do you want from me?" The question came out ragged, almost exhausted. "You don't want me to drink. You don't want me to fuck. So what, Ajax? What exactly do you want?"

"I want you to stop drowning yourself. Booze and sex are crutches, Sylvia. They keep you from having to stand on your own two feet and face what's actually happening."

"I've done just fine for myself before I met you."

"You know that's not true."

The words were plainly stated, undeniable. I watched something shift behind Sylvia's eyes. The anger didn't leave, but it receded, like a tide pulling back to reveal what lay beneath.

Her voice dropped. It was quiet now, almost fragile.

"You can't understand why I'm so upset."

I released her wrist and let my hand fall to my side.

"Try me."

Sylvia looked at the tequila on the cart, then looked at me, then finally looked at the floor. She pulled her robe back onto her shoulder and walked to the bed, sitting on its edge. Her fingers gripped the duvet.

"Have you ever noticed that I never talk about my mother?" she asked quietly.

"I've noticed."

"Natalya Laurentis. You know who she was?"

"Famous fashion model."

"One of the most beautiful women in the world."

Sylvia's eyes gazed out the window into the night. Her voice took on a distant quality, like she was reading from a book she'd memorized long ago.

"Magazine covers. Strutting down the catwalk with the whole world watching. Paris. Milan. New York. But that was before I was born. All I ever knew of my mother was a sad woman who gave up everything to be the wife of Bryce Peterson."

She paused. Her fingers twisted deeper into the fabric.

"I never understood how deep that sadness went. Not until one night when I was eight. She came to my room. She'd been crying. Her mascara was all down her face and she smelled like wine and she sat on my bed and held my hands so tight it hurt."

Sylvia's throat worked as she dredged up the memory of that night.

"She told me that beauty is the only currency men value from women. And when that beauty is gone, so will their love. Gone. All of it. Like it was never there."

The house was very quiet. Outside, I could hear the faint strum of Jiyoo's guitar drifting from the guest house.

"I didn't understand why she was so bitter. I was eight. I just wanted my mama to stop crying." Sylvia's voice cracked on the word. "I never saw her after that night. Natalya Laurentis packed a bag, flew back to Italy, and never spoke to me again."

"Did you try to contact her?"

"A few times. Letters. Phone calls. All I got was silence."

She lifted her chin. The tears sat in her eyes but didn't fall. Sylvia was too proud for that.

"I know my beauty will fade. I can already see it starting. The little lines. The way a camera doesn't love me the way it used to."

She pressed her palm flat against her chest, cupping her famous breasts.

"I don't want to become my mother. Bitter and broken, hiding in some village in Tuscany where nobody knows her name and nobody cares. My father controlled Natalya until he drove her away completely. He crushed her spirit and called it love. I will be damned if Bryce Peterson does that to me."

I sat beside her on the bed and pulled Sylvia into my arms. She resisted for half a second, her body stiff with pride, and then she folded against me.

Her forehead pressed into the hollow of my neck. I held her there, one hand cradling the back of her head, feeling the heat of her breath against my skin.

"I'm not going anywhere, Sylvia. We are going to make this play a success. I believe in your talent. Marie believes in it. Jiyoo came here because she believes in it. The four of us against the world."

"Against my father, you mean."

"Against your father. Who, for the record, has yet to meet anyone as stubborn as me."

She pulled back enough to look at my face.

"He's very powerful, Ajax. He can end careers with a phone call."

"I never wanted to work in movies anyway," I shrugged. "Besides, teaching little kids taekwondo on Saturday mornings is way more fun than directing spoiled Hollywood starlets."

Her palm connected with my chest. Light this time, playful.

"I'm going to spank you if you keep being naughty," I warned her.

A stifled laugh escaped her. She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand and leaned back into me.

"I still could go for that fuck," she told me quietly. "I'm all wound up. I really need to cum, Ajax. You know how much I need that."

"All you have to do is ask."

"You won't say I'm trying to drown my problems with sex?"

"You've told me your deepest fear. You spoke its name. That's good. Now tell me you want me to fuck you."

"Fuck me, Ajax," she whispered. "Please?"

"Yes. I will."

I slipped my fingers beneath the silk at her shoulders and drew the robe down her arms. It pooled around her waist, then slid to the floor in a whisper of fabric.

The warm light from the bedside lamp caught the full, heavy curve of her breasts, and I cupped them both, lifting their weight in my palms. My mouth found her left nipple first, tongue circling the stiffening peak before I sucked it between my lips.

"God yes," Sylvia gasped.

She arched into me, fingers threading through my hair.

I kissed across the soft valley between them, buried my face in the warm, perfumed skin, then took her right nipple into my mouth.

I pulled back and looked at what I was holding, admiring her tits. They were massive and round and heavy, her nipples peaked and dark red.

"It still blows my mind these are real," I marveled. "How can you be so perfect?"

Sylvia laughed, breathless.

"My mother was rail thin. Flat as a board, like most models. I have absolutely no idea where these came from."

I squeezed them together, running my thumbs over both nipples at once.

"A gift from the gods should never be questioned. And these are definitely blessings."

"Amen," Sylvia giggled.

She pulled my shirt over my head and reached for my belt. Her fingers were fast and urgent as she stripped me.

Then her hand wrapped around my cock, already hard, and she stroked me twice before falling back onto the mattress and pulling me down with her.

Sylvia spread her legs wide and positioned me at her entrance, her fingers guiding the head of my cock against her slick folds.

"Get that cock inside me. Now."

I drove into her in one long stroke. Her back bowed off the bed and she cried out, nails raking down my shoulders. Wet heat as her pussy gripped me, squeezed me as I pulled back and slammed forward again.

"Harder, fuck!"

I gave her harder. The headboard cracked against the wall in a steady, violent rhythm. Sylvia wrapped her legs around my waist and met every thrust, her huge tits bouncing with each impact.

"Turn me over."

I pulled out, flipped her onto her stomach, grabbed her hips and yanked them up. She reached back between her legs and guided me in again, and the angle was deeper, tighter, and she groaned into the pillow.

"Fuck, Ajax. Right there. Don't stop."

I gripped the curve of her ass and watched myself disappear into her, never tiring of the sight of her pussy stretching around me. Her fingers clawed at the sheets. The wet sound of our bodies filled the room.

"I'm close. I'm so close, don't you dare stop!"

"Do it for me," I urged her. "Good girl! Cum all over that fucking cock!"

Her whole body seized. She screamed into the pillow, her pussy clenching around me in rolling spasms. It was too much to fight and I let go, burying myself to the hilt and exploding inside her, spurting violently, flooding her pussy with my hot load until I was empty to the last drop.

I slumped forward, my forehead dropping between her shoulder blades. We collapsed together onto the tangled sheets, breathing hard, skin slick, hearts hammering.

I gathered her against my chest. Sylvia nestled into me, one leg draped over mine, her fingers still clutching the sheets as her aftershocks rippled through her.

Minutes passed, then...

"I have another confession."

I groaned and pressed my face into her hair.

"Sylvia, you have worn me out completely. No more confessions. Save it for morning."

"It can't wait."

"Fine," I sighed. "Hit me."

She lifted her head from my chest and looked at me. Green eyes steady. No pretense. No performance.

"I love you, Ajax Covington."

The words landed somewhere deep in my gut and stayed there. I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. My brain, usually so quick with a response, went completely blank.

Sylvia's lips curved into a slow, knowing smile.

"Have I left you breathless?"

"In more ways than one."

She laid her head back on my chest and pressed a kiss against my collarbone.

"You don't have to say it back. Not yet. I just wanted you to know."


Chapter 15



The morning air was cool, a thin layer of mist dissolving off the pool as the sun crept higher.

We'd dragged the patio chairs into a loose semicircle near the shallow end. Sylvia in oversized sunglasses with a mug of green tea. Marie wrapped in an enormous cardigan, dark circles under her eyes. Me with black coffee, legs stretched out, bare feet on the warming stone.

Jiyoo sat across from us on a cushioned bench, her acoustic guitar resting on her thigh. She'd scrubbed her face clean of all makeup and pulled her pink hair into a high ponytail.

She adjusted the capo on the third fret, tested a chord, adjusted again. Her fingers found their positions and she closed her eyes.

The first notes sounded. It was a slow, syncopated fingerpicking pattern, the kind of R&B progression that dripped sensuality. My finger tapped against my mug in rhythm.

Then Jiyoo opened her mouth and sang.

Her voice was different from the polished pop recordings I'd heard. She leaned into the lower register, her voice playful and sexy.

Marie's new lyrics landed hard. The verses told Cheong's story in fragments, the small devastations that added up to a life.

A woman standing at the edge of a field she could see but never enter.

A hand reaching for something that kept dissolving in the light.

Then the chorus hit.

Jiyoo's voice climbed and the Korean phrase rolled through, repeated like an incantation, woven into the English lyrics so seamlessly it felt like one language.

Every time she sang it, something tightened in my chest, an almost physical pull. The melody circled back to it three times, and each time the phrase carried more weight, more longing, until by the final chorus her voice cracked on the last syllable and she let the crack stay, let it ring out high and clear.

The last chord faded. Belinha yawned at Marie's feet. A bird called somewhere in the trees beyond the fence.

Nobody spoke.

Marie reached over and tapped her phone screen, stopping her recording.

"Got it," Marie said.

Then Sylvia started clapping, slow and deliberate. I joined her as Jiyoo ducked her head, fingers still resting on the strings. A shy grin tugged at her lips.

"That is absolutely amazing." Sylvia pulled her sunglasses up onto her forehead. "Jiyoo, that is a gift."

"We were up all night working on it." Marie tucked the phone into her cardigan pocket. "Jiyoo had the melodic structure already. I just gave her the words and she built the rest around them."

"It's really extraordinary." I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. "It fits the play even better than the commissioned piece. Not even close, actually. This one belongs to the story."

"That's how I feel, too," Marie nodded.

"The Korean phrase in the chorus?" I asked. "The one that repeats. What does it mean?"

Color flooded Jiyoo's cheeks. She looked down at her guitar, ran her thumb across the strings without pressing them.

"Ba-ral su eom-neun kkum." She said it quietly, almost to herself. "It means... a dream I dare not hope for."

The words settled over the table.

"That's beautiful. That's exactly who Cheong is." I shook my head. "Every time you sang it, Jiyoo. Every single time. it made something in me shiver."

The blush deepened. Crimson spread from her cheeks down to her neck. She glanced up at me, brown eyes meeting mine for half a second, then darted away toward the pool.

In the clean morning sunlight, face bare, pink ponytail swinging against her shoulder, Jiyoo looked impossibly young.

Nineteen. Just a kid from Tacoma who could break your heart with six syllables in Korean.

Sylvia stood. She crossed the patio to Jiyoo and pulled her up from the bench, the guitar sliding sideways, and wrapped her in a tight hug. Sylvia was a full four inches taller and Jiyoo disappeared into her.

"Thank you." Sylvia held her close, one hand cradling the back of her pink head. "Thank you for your talent and for this song. You have no idea what this means to me. To all of us."

Jiyoo's arms circled Sylvia's waist and she buried her face against Sylvia's shoulder.

I walked over and when Sylvia released her, I pulled Jiyoo into a hug. She was warm and small and she pressed her face into my chest.

My arms went around her shoulders easily. She clung to me. Her fingers gripped the back of my shirt and her body melted against mine with a kind of surrender that caught me off guard.

I loosened my arms. She didn't. Jiyoo's hands stayed fisted in the fabric. I could feel her heartbeat through her thin t-shirt, fast and light like a hummingbird's.

I kissed the top of her head to keep things easy. Her hair was soft under my lips, silky and warm from the sun.

"Like kissing cotton candy at the fair," I joked.

Jiyoo laughed into my chest and finally let go, stepping back with her face still blazing red.

Sylvia had already moved to Marie. She folded the playwright into her arms, and Marie accepted the embrace gratefully.

"Those lyrics, Marie. Devastating."

"Obrigada," Marie murmured.

I went to Marie next and hugged her. She stiffened immediately, every muscle locking up, her arms hovering at her sides for a long moment before she gave my back two quick pats. So different from Jiyoo. Where Jiyoo had poured herself into the contact, Marie held herself apart from it, rigid.

The crunch of tires on the gravel drive broke the moment. Edwina pulled around the side of the house in Sylvia's Range Rover, the engine purring as she rolled to a stop near the patio gate.

"That's my ride." Sylvia scooped up her sunglasses and her tea. "Marie, get some rest. You look like death."

"I know, thanks."

"Edwina and I are driving to Bellevue for some furniture shopping. We'll be back in the late afternoon for rehearsal at the Cannery."

"Oh! I'm coming too." Jiyoo bounced on her toes. "There's a K-Cosmetics store in Bellevue I've been wanting to visit since I got here. They carry this brand you literally cannot find anywhere else on the West Coast."

"Perfect. Let's go."

Sylvia fished her keys out of her pocket. I picked up Jiyoo's guitar by the neck.

"I'll put this back in the guest house for you."

"Thank you, AJ."

Sylvia and Jiyoo gathered their purses and slid on their sunglasses, two women who could not have looked more different preparing for a shopping trip. Sylvia, tall and red-haired in linen trousers. Jiyoo, petite and pink-haired in ripped jeans and a crop top.

Marie and I stood side by side at the edge of the pool and watched them go. Sylvia climbed into the driver's seat. Jiyoo hopped into the passenger side.

Edwina paused at the rear door and turned back toward us. She caught my eye and blew me a kiss, a quick, playful thing with her fingertips, before ducking into the backseat.

The horn beeped twice as Sylvia pulled away down the drive.

Silence. Then Marie's voice, quiet and flat.

"Oh my god. Edwina too?"

I shrugged.

Marie rubbed her eyes beneath her glasses.

"You really are a fuckboy, aren't you?"

"I've been called worse."

She shook her head and dropped into the nearest chair, pulling her cardigan tighter.

I set Jiyoo's guitar down carefully against the table and stretched, rolling my shoulders, working the tension out of my neck. Then I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it onto the chair.

"What do you think you're doing?" Marie asked.

"Going for a swim."

I unbuttoned my shorts and hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my underwear and slid them down.

I stood naked in the morning air. I didn't pose, didn't flex, didn't angle myself toward Marie or linger in the moment. I just stripped and walked to the edge of the pool the way you do when no one's watching, even though I could feel her eyes on me the entire time.

I jumped.

The water hit like a cold slap and I plunged deep, the shock of it swallowing every sound. I surfaced with a gasp, shook the water from my hair, and kicked out to the center of the pool. Then I turned onto my back and spread my arms wide and floated.

The sky above was enormous. Pale blue, glowing, just a few clouds drifting west toward the mountains. The water held me as the sun pressed warm against my face, my chest, my closed eyelids.

Every muscle in my body relaxed. The sounds of the world reduced to the gentle lap of water against the pool's edge and the distant hum of traffic on some far-off road.

I floated weightlessly, suspended between water and sky.

"Ba-ral su eom-neun kkum," I hummed to myself.


Chapter 16



My stomach growled, a deep rumble that vibrated through the water and broke the spell of floating.

I opened my eyes to the sun, higher now. How long had I been out here? Twenty minutes? Forty? Time dissolved when you floated like that, body weightless, mind empty.

The growl came again, more insistent. I'd skipped breakfast, rushing straight from bed to Jiyoo's impromptu concert without so much as a piece of toast. Now my body was making demands.

I pictured a cheese omelet. Thick, golden, stuffed with sharp cheddar and maybe some of the chives I'd seen growing in Edwina's herb garden by the kitchen door.

Three eggs. No, four. A huge bachelor omelet eaten standing at the counter.

I tucked my chin and let myself sink. The water closed over my face, cool and green, and I kicked off toward the nearest wall.

Three strong strokes and my fingers found the tile edge. I pulled myself up, water streaming off my shoulders, and shook my head hard, sending droplets flying.

Marie sat in the chair five feet from the pool's edge. Her cardigan was gone, just a loose black t-shirt now, legs tucked beneath her, glasses catching the light. She'd pulled her messy hair into a clip that was already losing its battle.

"Brought you that."

She nodded toward a folded towel placed at the lip of the pool. Not a beach towel, it was one of the good ones from the guest house.

"Thanks."

I hauled myself out of the water and stood on the warm concrete. I picked up the towel and pressed it against my face first, then dragged it down my chest, my stomach, taking my time.

The heat was rising. The summer air moved across my wet skin like warm breath. I rubbed the towel through my hair, breathing in the smell of fresh laundry.

I could see Marie watching. Not staring, nothing as direct as that. But her eyes tracked the movement of the towel across my body with a kind of studied casualness that was easy to see.

I draped the towel over the chair beside hers. The wicker creaked as I sat down. I sighed contentedly. The sun felt amazing on my bare skin.

Marie's gaze dipped briefly below my waist, then snapped back up.

"You seem to have shrunk a bit," she said with a sly grin.

"Always been a grower, not a shower."

A giggle escaped her. She covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Sylvia said the same thing about you."

The words left her mouth and the giggle died. Her hand dropped. Color rushed into her cheeks and she looked away toward the pool, jaw tightening.

"Hey now," I protested. "Not nice to gossip about me with Sylvia."

"It's not gossip. It's just girl talk."

She kept her eyes fixed on the water. The blush deepened from pink to a raw, vivid red that spread to the tips of her ears.

"Besides, Sylvia is always talking about you," Marie shrugged. "All the time. I can't get her to stop."

I let the silence hang just long enough to make her squirm, then eased off.

"I figured you'd gone inside to crash," I said, changing the subject from Sylvia's opinion about my cock. "After the all-nighter with Jiyoo, you must be running on fumes."

Marie relaxed, grateful for the change of subject.

"I'm too tired to sleep, if that makes any sense."

"Perfect sense. Your body's past the wall. The crash will come later and it'll hit like a freight train."

"Probably. But this keeps me going."

Marie held up her phone, the screen showing a waveform paused mid-song. It was the recording of Jiyoo's singing.

"I can't stop listening to it," she said. "I've played it six times since they left."

"What you two pulled off is a small miracle. I mean that."

I leaned back in the chair and let the Korean phrase roll off my tongue, soft and low.

"Ba-ral su eom-neun kkum."

I sang it the way Jiyoo had-- slow, with that aching rise on the last syllable.

"The way she circles back to it in the chorus?" I shook my head admiringly. "Haunting."

Marie went quiet. She pulled her glasses off, cleaned them on her shirt, put them back on.

"You have a pleasant singing voice," she remarked.

"I can carry a tune in the shower or outdoors. Put me on a stage with a microphone and the magic vanishes."

She almost smiled. Then the playwright took over, the shift visible in the way she straightened, in how her eyes narrowed and focused on something internal.

"The song is good. Better than good. But it's very different from what we rehearsed before. The tempo, the feel, the dynamics. Everything we blocked around the old song is wrong now."

"I've been thinking about that."

"Of course you have."

"This new song enhances the romantic dynamic between Cheong and Kenneth," I continued. "With Dennis gone and the part rewritten younger, the energy between those two characters shifted. You felt it in rehearsal."

I paused, organizing the image in my head.

"The scene where they pick peaches together while the song plays," I said. "What if instead, Cheong and Kenneth danced?"

Marie frowned in surprise.

"Why would they dance?"

"It heightens the sexual tension between Kenneth and Cheong. And it contrasts with the dancing scene between Janet and Kenneth. Mirror scenes, Marie. The audience sees Kenneth dance with Janet. Then they see him dance with Cheong, and everything about it is different."

She shook her head.

"I can't see what you're trying to communicate," she said. "Peach picking is physical, it's labor. It's Cheong's world. Dancing is Janet's escape. That's the whole point of the orchard as a setting."

"You're missing the connection. Look, let me show you."

I stood and wrapped the towel around my waist and offered my hand.

Marie looked at my hand skeptically.

"I won't bite. I just want to show you how we can incorporate the dance into the scene. Five minutes."

She didn't move. Her eyes flicked from my hand to my face and back.

"No need to hesitate. I promise I'll keep the towel on."

Marie snorted.

"There it is. That Gorst arrogance, right on schedule." She arched an eyebrow. "Your dick wasn't making me hesitate."

"I'm glad my dick doesn't bother you. So why not give me a chance to show you how we make the play better?"

She sighed. A long, theatrical exhale through her nose. Then she stood without taking my hand, brushing past my outstretched fingers, planting her bare feet on the warm stone.

"Play the song at full volume," I told her. "Put it on loop."

Marie tapped her phone screen twice and set it on the chair. The recording started and Jiyoo's guitar filled the air.

"Visualize the peach scene," I said. "The orchard. Late afternoon light through the trees. Cheong and Kenneth have been picking together for an hour. They've talked, they've laughed, they've brushed hands reaching for the same branch. The tension is there. Both of them feel it. Neither of them names it."

Jiyoo's voice entered the song. Clear and sensual, intimate as a whisper pressed against someone's ear.

I spread my arms wide.

"Instead of a hug. They dance."

I gestured for Marie to come closer.

She stepped forward like she was walking into cold water. Slow, reluctant, each step a negotiation with herself. She stopped six inches from my chest.

"Stay just like that. Stiff and unsure. Arms at your sides."

She stood rigid, chin lifted, blue eyes locked on my collarbone.

I put my arms around her. My left hand on the small of her back, my right hand between her shoulder blades. She was warm through the thin black t-shirt. I could feel the ridge of her spine, the tension she carried in every vertebra.

"At first, Cheong is scared. Frozen. Kenneth reaches for her and she doesn't pull away but she doesn't give in either. And Kenneth, despite his wife, despite his affair with Janet, is drawn to Cheong. Not as a father figure, not the way it was written for Dennis. As a man. A man that Cheong has secretly desired since the day she arrived at the farm."

Jiyoo sang the first chorus. Ba-ral su eom-neun kkum. The phrase floated between us.

"Cheong slowly relaxes into Kenneth's embrace. She surrenders to what she's been fighting."

I felt it happen under my hands. The gradual loosening. The rigid muscles in Marie's back relaxed degree by degree, like ice yielding to a current of warm water. Her shoulders dropped further. Her breathing deepened.

"Slowly wrap your arms around my waist."

Marie's hands rose. Her fingers touched my bare skin just above the towel and I felt her hesitate, a tiny tremor in her fingertips, before her arms circled my waist and her palms pressed flat against my back.

"Kenneth and Cheong stare into each other's eyes."

I looked down. Marie looked up. Behind the black frames of her glasses, her blue eyes were wide open and absolutely defenseless. The desire she'd buried beneath argument and distance and Portuguese profanity, it was all there. Naked and enormous and terrified of itself.

"Finally," I whispered, "Cheong gives in. She rests her head against Kenneth's chest."

Marie's gaze held mine for one more heartbeat. Then her eyes closed and she lowered her head against my bare chest, her cheek settling over my heart. Her glasses pressed into my skin. Her messy hair brushed my chin.

I pulled her close. Her body flattened against mine, soft and warm through the cotton, her breasts pressed against my ribs. Her arms tightened around my waist.

"Kenneth and Cheong sway together," I murmured into her hair. "Just like this. Gentle. Slow. Sensual."

We rocked together. The smallest movement, a shifting of weight from one foot to the other, barely perceptible but undeniable.

The song ended. The loop caught. Jiyoo's guitar began again, the intro circling back.

We kept dancing.

Marie's breath came warm and steady against my chest. Her fingers absently stroked the skin of my lower back. I could feel her pulse where her wrist touched my side, fast and fluttering.

We held each other through the second play of the song and into the third. Neither of us spoke. The scene had no dialogue and Marie and I didn't need words. Now there was only the music and the weight of her against me and the sun and the water and the slow dissolving of every wall she'd ever built.

She looked up.

Her glasses sat crooked on her nose. Her eyes were bright, almost glassy, and something in them had shifted. A door opened from the inside. I recognized it. The crossing of a threshold.

I leaned down. Marie's chin tilted up. My lips found hers and Marie kissed me back, her mouth opening soft and warm, her hands sliding up my back to grip my shoulders, pulling me closer, pulling me in.

I pulled back from the kiss, my hands sliding under Marie's t-shirt. I lifted it slowly, peeling the fabric up her torso, exposing the soft curve of her belly first, pale skin bright in the morning light.

She raised her arms, and I tugged the shirt over her head, her messy hair spilling free. No bra. Her large breasts swayed into view, heavy and full, capped with big dark nipples that hardened in the warm air.

"God, you're beautiful."

Marie blushed again, the flush creeping across her creamy white skin.

I cupped her tits, thumbs brushing those stiff peaks.

"You always wear baggy clothes," I noted. "Trying to hide yourself."

"I'm not hiding now," she whispered.

"No. Not now."

Then my fingers hooked into her shorts and panties, dragging them down her thighs together. She stepped out, kicking them aside, revealing the lush black pubic hair curling thick between her legs, framing her swollen pussy lips.

I leaned in, lips grazing her neck, tasting sweat on her skin as I kissed the pulse there. She sighed, body shaking under my touch.

My mouth trailed down to her breasts. I sucked one big dark nipple into my mouth, tongue swirling wet circles around it, then switched to the other, drawing a deeper sigh from her.

My hands squeezed her wide ass, fingers digging into the soft flesh, pulling her closer as she trembled against me.

"Take off my towel," I murmured against her skin.

Marie's hands fumbled at my waist, undoing the tuck. The towel dropped, and her eyes widened at my erect cock jutting toward her.

"It's so thick," she breathed. "Sylvia wasn't lying."

"Do you like what you see?" I teased.

"I think so? I'm not really used to seeing a man's penis."

I laughed as I spread the towel on the grass, the scent of cut lawn mixing with the chlorine tang from the pool.

"Lie down."

She lowered onto her back, breath hitching as I spread her legs wide, kneeling between them.

Her pussy glistened, folds slick and pink amid that lush black hair, already dripping wet, aching for my dick to fuck her. I marveled at her arousal, the musky scent of her filling the air.

I took my cock in hand and brushed my cockhead up and down her slit, coating it in her slick juices, the wet slide making her hips twitch.

Suddenly, Marie's hand covered her pussy. I froze, confused.

"What's wrong?"

"I've never had sex with a man before," she said, voice small.

I blinked, shocked.

"Are you a virgin?"

"No!" She shook her head, then hesitated. "Maybe... I don't know. My girlfriends fucked me with strap-on dildos, but I never had a man before."

I ran my fingers over her slit, gathering her wetness to swirl around her jutting clit. She shivered, a gasp escaping.

"A silicone dildo doesn't compare to a real cock," I said. "I'm right here. If you want it, just ask. Do you want it?"

She hesitated, then nodded.

"You're a playwright," I told her. "Use your words."

"I want your cock inside me," she whispered.

"Say, Please."

"Please."

"Good girl."

I guided myself into her pussy, inch by inch. She groaned as she stretched around my thickness, walls gripping tight.

Fully inside, buried in her heat, I leaned over and kissed her deeply. Marie wrapped her legs tightly around me, pulling me deeper.

"Nossa, que sensação boa!" she moaned. "That feels so good."

"Better than a rubber dildo?" I teased.

"Sim! Yes!"

I fucked her gently, slow thrusts that made her moan,

"God, you're tight, Marie. So fucking perfect."

I picked up the pace as her breath shortened, but kept it gentle and sensual, wanting her first cock to be memorable. I savored the wet slap of our bodies, her tits bouncing with each roll of my hips.

"I'm going to cum," she panted, eyes wide. "I can't believe it... I'm going to cum."

"Let it go," I urged. "Take that cock and let yourself go, girl."

Marie's eyes rolled back, body arching as she orgasmed, pussy clenching hard around me, a cry ripping from her throat.

I pumped harder, drawing out moans of pleasure from her, waves crashing through her.

"Get ready," I panted. "Get ready for your first load. You earned my cum. You earned it so well, Marie."

Marie gasped as I exploded inside her, hot spurts flooding her depths. Her legs clamped me tight, I couldn't have pulled out even if I wanted to.

"I can feel it," she said, shocked. "The warmth... Oh, wow."

I kissed her, our tongues tangling. Sweaty and tired, we held each other in the bright sunshine.

"I can't believe I did that," she whispered in my ear. "I got fucked by a man. I... I prefer women."

"People change," I replied gently. "You're a playwright. This is just part of your character arc."

Marie giggled and kissed my neck.

"How long does it take?" she asked.

"How long does what take?"

"Before you can do it again?" she whispered.

"I don't know," I laughed. "A little while."

"Okay. Good. Let's go for a swim. Maybe eat something? I'll make you breakfast. Then, when you're ready... will you fuck me again? Please?"

"I will," I grinned. "As much as you like."

"Obrigada... querida," she sighed. "Thank you... darling."


Chapter 17



The booth at Pad Siam had become an oasis for Marie and me. Sticky laminated menus, the scent of lemongrass in the air, afternoon light cutting through the window slats. It was all familiar and comforting.

We'd just finished another delicious meal. Our plates sat empty, pushed to the side, and we nursed our boba teas in comfortable silence.

"You realize this booth is basically our office now," I said. "We've rewritten more of the play here than at the theatre."

Marie smiled, stirring the tapioca pearls with her straw.

"It's true. Something about this place. The pad see ew loosens up the creative brain." She leaned back. "We've done our best work right here, in this exact spot."

She yawned, deep and unguarded, and covered her mouth too late.

"You look exhausted."

"I am." She rubbed her eyes under those thick black frames. "Worn out from... you know. By the pool."

She shifted in her seat, then shifted again, her face tightening.

"You okay?"

Marie leaned forward and dropped her voice.

"My nipples are all raw. And my pussy is still throbbing. You really pounded the hell out of me the second time." Her cheeks flushed. "I think I'm going to be walking funny for a day."

"You loved it."

"I did." A slow grin. "Deus me ajude, I really did."

She went quiet. Her fingers played with the boba straw, spinning it in slow circles. The pearls swirled at the bottom of the cup like tiny planets in orbit.

"What's bothering you?"

"Nothing."

"Marie."

She pulled her lower lip between her teeth.

"It's stupid."

"Tell me anyway."

"It's just, I know I probably wasn't... as good. As Sylvia or Clover." She kept her eyes on the boba. "It was my first time with a man. I don't have their experience. Their skill set, I guess you'd call it."

"Every woman is different," I said. "That's what makes each one her own specific delight. You're not in competition with anyone."

She looked up, peering through her glasses.

"Can I ask you something weird?"

"Go ahead."

"Do you feel a sense of conquest? Being my first man?"

My jaw tightened. I took a deep breath.

"I'm not that kind of person, Marie. And you know it."

"I know. I know you're not." She held up a hand. "I just felt like asking because I worry about how I measure up against a literal movie star, sex symbol like Sylvia Laurentis."

"Marie, you and Sylvia and Clover all have your own charms. Each of you is remarkable in a completely different way."

I paused, then let the corner of my mouth twitch.

"Though honestly, it's really Edwina who is the most exciting woman in bed."

Marie's laugh burst out of her, bright and sudden.

"You did not just say that!"

"Hand to God."

"I still cannot believe you had sex with Edwina. She's in her fifties, AJ."

"Wine gets sweeter with age. And besides, Edwina is an amazingly sexy woman. The things that woman knows how to do."

"Você é um fuckboy de verdade." She shook her head. "A real fuckboy."

"I just try to give women what they want."

Marie studied me for a long moment, her expression shifting from amusement to something more searching.

"What is it about you? What draws women to you?"

"You tell me. You'd know better than I would."

She chewed her lip, eyes traveling over my face, my shoulders, my hands resting on the table. Taking inventory, building a thesis. I could practically see her playwright's brain assembling the argument.

"The way you look at me," she said. "At all of us. You look beyond the surface. You see what's underneath and you try to understand the woman who lives there."

She paused, collecting her thoughts. I waited.

"But it's more than that," Marie continued. "You push people to grow beyond what they are into what they should be. You did it with Sylvia. You're doing it with Jiyoo. You did it with me, with the rewrites, with everything. That's what makes you so attractive. You genuinely want the women around you to become more."

I sat with that for a moment, considering it.

"That's surprisingly deep."

"Well, I may not have gone to Gorst University, but I understand writing characters." She pointed her straw at me. "And you, Ajax Covington, are definitely a character."

"Okay. Your analysis is pretty good. But you forgot one thing that draws women to me."

"What?"

"My fat cock."

Her foot connected with my shin under the table. Hard.

"Ow."

"Your cock is nice," she conceded, rolling her eyes so far back I thought they might stick. "But women are drawn to the man attached to that cock. Don't ruin my beautiful observation with your juvenile humor."

I rubbed my shin, grinning. She grinned back.

I checked the time on my phone.

"Sylvia and Jiyoo are going to be at the theatre in thirty minutes. We should get moving."

I flagged down our waitress and settled the bill. Marie gathered her bag, her notebook, the dog-eared copy of the revised script she carried everywhere.

We slid out of the booth and pushed through the door into the late afternoon.

The sun hung low and golden over the industrial district, painting the old brick warehouses and corrugated metal buildings in warm amber. Long shadows stretched across the cracked pavement.

A seagull wheeled overhead, riding a thermal off the water somewhere beyond the rooftops. The air smelled like rust and brine and the faintest trace of jasmine rice from Pad Siam's kitchen vent.

We walked toward the theatre, our footsteps falling into an easy rhythm on the sidewalk. After half a block, Marie threaded her arm through mine. Natural, unhurried. Like it belonged there.

I looked down at her. She looked up at me. We smiled at each other and kept walking, the silence between us comfortable and warm.

I spotted the car from a block away. A black Mercedes S-Class, polished to a mirror shine, was parked directly in front of the Old Cannery Theatre. It looked out of place against the weathered brick and industrial grime.

A driver in a dark suit leaned against the hood, arms crossed, watching our approach with professional blankness.

Despite the business attire he wore, the gun at his hip was not well concealed. With a man like this, I was sure that was intentional.

Marie's arm tightened against mine. She'd seen it too.

As we got closer, the driver straightened. His eyes moved from me to Marie and back. A small nod.

"Mr. Peterson is waiting inside."

Marie and I looked at each other. The warmth from our walk evaporated. I saw my anxiety reflected in her blue eyes, sharp and sudden behind those thick frames.

We pushed through the entrance and then through the theatre doors.

The house lights were up, washing the black box space in flat, unforgiving light. Bryce Peterson sat in the front-row, center seat, legs crossed, one arm draped across the seatback beside him.

He stood as we entered. Whatever graceful charm he'd shown at our first meeting was gone. His face was rigid, his jaw set, his eyes narrowed to slits that tracked us as we walked down the aisle toward him.

"I've been waiting for you," he said.


Chapter 18



The work lights hummed overhead, filling the silence between us like static. Bryce stood there in his tailored charcoal suit, hands clasped behind his back, watching us with the cold patience of a man who owned every room he walked into.

I didn't give him the satisfaction of a greeting.

"You have a lot of nerve showing up here."

Bryce's eyebrows lifted a fraction. He wasn't used to being addressed this way, but I didn't give a damn.

"Excuse me?" he drawled.

"You heard me."

"Hearing and understanding are not the same thing, young man."

"Dennis Tailor," I spat. "One of the most respected stage actors in the country, and you leaned on him until he quit. And the song rights? You got to the songwriter, didn't you? Paid him off, threatened him, whatever it is men like you do. You pulled the rights to the song Marie commissioned for this play."

Bryce's expression didn't change. Not a flicker, like ice carved into the shape of a man.

"I was quite pleasant when we last spoke, Mr. Covington. To both of you."

His gaze swept to Marie, then back to me.

"I made you a generous offer," he said. "I also made it clear that if you chose to carry on with this production, I would be displeased. You chose to continue. Here we are."

"Your displeasure." I let the word hang. "That's a polite way of saying sabotage. Meddling. Cruelty."

His smirk infuriated me. I stepped closer.

"How can you do this to your own daughter?"

Something moved behind Bryce's eyes. His jaw muscles bunched. The tendons in his neck stood out like cables. For one raw second his face contorted, mouth pulling into a snarl, nostrils flaring wide.

Then the mask slid back into place, smooth and controlled, like watching a door slam shut.

He closed the distance between us in three slow, deliberate steps. He was shorter than me by five inches, but standing that close, looking up into my face, he carried the pull of a man who had bent entire studios to his will for fifty years.

"Never do that." His voice was quiet, almost a whisper. "Never question my actions regarding my daughter. I love Sylvia more than I love myself. More than I love anything on this earth. And I will not tolerate anyone hurting her. Not you. Not anyone."

"You're the one hurting her, Bryce."

The words landed softly. I kept my voice steady, my eyes level with his.

"You have no idea what you're talking about." He stepped back, studying me with fresh contempt. "You think you know Sylvia because you're sleeping with her?"

I said nothing, grinding my teeth.

Bryce nodded. A slow, grim nod, the kind a chess player makes when an opponent moves exactly where predicted.

"I knew it. I knew you'd end up in her bed, despite all that righteous posturing last time. 'I'm her director, Mr. Peterson. This is a professional relationship.'"

Bryce mimicked my voice with surgical cruelty. I felt the sting of his contempt.

"You must feel like quite the stud," he said. "Sleeping with Sylvia Laurentis. The Sylvia Laurentis. Sexy Hollywood starlet, and she's spreading her legs for a twenty-six-year-old security guard who directs plays in basements."

Marie stiffened beside me. I put my hand on her arm.

"But I'll let you in on something, son."

Bryce's voice dropped, each word placed with the precision of a scalpel.

"You are nothing special," he told me. "You are not the first, and you won't be the last. Sylvia uses sex to control the men in her life. She always has. It's the only currency she trusts. And when she can't control them anymore, when they stop being useful, she discards them like a used napkin. Crumpled up and tossed in the trash. That's you, Mr. Covington. Believe that."

The words burrowed in. I felt them. I'd be lying if I said I didn't.

But I also knew what I'd seen in Sylvia's eyes when she lay beside me. The trembling after the mirror exercise. The tears on the street when strangers treated her like nothing. The way she pressed her face into my neck at night and breathed like she was trying to memorize my scent.

I love you, Ajax Covington.

Bryce was describing a version of his daughter that may have existed once. But it wasn't the woman I knew.

"You're wrong about her," I said. "And you're wrong about me."

Bryce held my gaze for a long beat, searching for a crack. Finding none, he stepped back and adjusted his cuffs. The gesture was dismissive, a clear signal that my opinion had been received and discarded.

He addressed both of us now, his eyes moving between Marie and me with the measured calm of a man delivering a verdict.

"My offer still stands. For both of you. A career in Hollywood. Real careers. You know who I am. You know what I can do for a young writer. And a young director."

His eyes studied Marie, then found mine.

"I can open doors that don't even exist yet. I can put you both in rooms you don't even know about. That offer is genuine, and it is generous."

He paused, letting the silence do its work.

"But if you continue with this play... I will personally see to it that neither of you ever works in Hollywood. Not in film. Not in television. Not as a grip, not as an extra, not as a parking attendant on a studio lot."

He glared at Marie.

"You can keep writing your little plays for regional theaters in cities no one visits. Fifty-seat houses where the audience is outnumbered by the rats in the walls. No one will ever see your work. No one who matters."

Marie's fingers curled at her sides. I could hear her breathing.

"And you." Bryce turned back to me. "You can keep directing fringe festival productions. Keep collecting your little reviews in alternative weeklies. Keep watching your Gorst classmates land Netflix deals and Broadway shows while you stage one-acts in converted garages. Is that the life you want?"

The question hung in the air. I felt its weight. He wasn't bluffing. Bryce Peterson had the connections, the influence, and the vindictiveness to follow through on every word.

I turned to Marie.

She turned to me.

Her blue eyes burned behind those thick glasses. Her jaw was set, her chin lifted. I saw my outrage reflected back at me, hot and bright and certain. No hesitation. No calculation. Just resolve.

We both turned back to Bryce.

Marie spoke first. Her voice was clear and steady, her diction precise as always, each syllable given its full weight.

"With all due respect, sir. Fuck you."

Pride swelled in my chest so fast it nearly choked me. I grinned like a fool. Couldn't stop it, didn't try.

"Ditto," I said.

Bryce looked at us. He shook his head slowly, the way a teacher might look at students who had just failed a test they'd been given every answer to. Genuine disappointment creased his forehead and pulled at the corners of his mouth.

He drew a breath and opened his mouth to speak...

The front doors of the theatre swung open, banging against the walls. Late afternoon light spilled across the floor in a bright rectangle, and two silhouettes stepped through.

Sylvia and Jiyoo.

Sylvia stopped three steps inside the door. Her eyes found her father immediately. Jiyoo bumped gently into her shoulder and froze, looking from Sylvia to Bryce and back, reading the room with the quick social radar of a young girl.

I watched Sylvia's face. Surprise first, her green eyes widening, her lips parting. Then anger, swift and hot, tightening the skin around her mouth and drawing her brows together.

But underneath both, bleeding through like watercolor through paper, something softer-- the complicated, inextinguishable love a daughter carries for a father, no matter how many walls she builds against him.

I shifted my gaze to Bryce.

His face changed too, just for an instant. His eyes lost their calculating edge and filled with something unguarded, a tenderness so deep it looked almost like grief. His hand twitched at his side, an aborted motion that might have been the beginning of reaching toward his daughter.

But then the mask returned, settling over his features like a visor lowering.

But I had seen it. The love he'd spoken of was real. Misguided, weaponized, wielded like a club. But real.

Sylvia's voice cut across the empty theatre, sharp and clear.

"Daddy, what are you doing here?"
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Bryce turned towards Sylvia, spreading his hands in a gesture of wounded innocence.

"Do I need permission to visit my daughter? I was on set in Vancouver. I have some time off. I wanted to see you."

The simplicity of it felt wrong for a man who had an armed driver parked outside. But Sylvia said nothing, as if she were used to her father's evasions.

She walked down the aisle toward the stage, her heels clicking against the concrete floor. Bryce opened his arms as she approached, a father's instinct, automatic and genuine.

Sylvia didn't step into the embrace. Instead, she moved to my side and took my hand.

I caught the pain that flashed across Bryce's face. A micro-expression, there and gone in less than a heartbeat, the flinch of a man whose open arms had been quietly rejected. Irritation chased the pain, tightening the corners of his mouth.

Then nothing, the mask back in place.

I recognized the technique because I'd seen it a hundred times from his daughter. The same emotional sleight of hand, the same lightning-quick burial of feeling beneath polished control. These two were cut from identical cloth, and neither of them could see it.

Jiyoo had moved quietly to stand beside Marie. I glanced over at her. Her brown eyes were wide, her body drawn tight, shoulders pulled up toward her ears.

She looked like a small animal that had wandered into a room full of wolves and was trying to figure out which way to run.

My heart ached for her. She was just nineteen years old, a few days off a stadium tour, and now she stood in the middle of a family war she had no context for and no part in.

As if sensing my concern, Bryce turned his attention to Jiyoo. His expression softened into something courteous and professional.

"Bryce Peterson." He extended his hand. "I don't believe we've met."

Jiyoo took his hand. Her grip looked fragile in his.

"Jiyoo Kim." Her voice came out small. "It's nice to meet you, sir."

"I've heard quite a bit about the young K-Pop star who's playing a role in my daughter's play."

"I was honored to be chosen by Sylvia."

"Jiyoo is not just a K-Pop star. She's an amazing songwriter," Sylvia interrupted. "Despite your bullshit with the song rights, Jiyoo wrote a replacement. It's better than the original commissioned piece."

"I'd love to hear it," Bryce said.

"You're welcome to hear it on opening night," Marie said.

Bryce's smile didn't reach his eyes.

"That sadly won't happen. There will be no opening night for this play."

"Yes there will," I said calmly. "I guarantee it."

Bryce didn't look at me, didn't acknowledge the words at all, as if they'd been spoken by furniture. His attention fixed on Jiyoo with a new intensity, evaluating her the way a producer evaluates talent across a casting table.

"Miss Kim. Are you aware of who I am?"

Jiyoo nodded. The fear on her face was plain.

Bryce studied that fear for a moment, measuring it.

"Then you must know by now that I do not want this play to be staged. You're young. Inexperienced in this industry. But you have a bright future as a performer. A future I'm sure you don't want to throw away on a play in a small theatre like this one."

He gestured at the black brick walls, the exposed ductwork, the ninety-nine folding chairs.

"Don't you want to perform on a big stage?" he asked.

Jiyoo blinked. Her brow creased in confusion.

"I have performed on big stages," she said. "Stadiums, actually."

"I'm sure that's true. But that's only part of a career in the United States."

Bryce pressed forward, his tone smooth and reasonable.

"I can put you in touch with some of the best music producers in this country," he said. "And my legal contacts can make sure you never have any visa problems. The immigration system can be very unkind to foreign performers. I can smooth that road for you as well."

I watched Jiyoo's face. The confusion deepened, then shifted. Her eyes narrowed. Something clicked behind them, a recognition of what Bryce had assumed about her, and the fear that had been sitting in her expression burned away like morning fog.

A smile rose on Jiyoo's face. It was sharp, almost predatory. I had never seen that expression on Jiyoo Kim. It looked borrowed from someone twice her age.

"Mr. Peterson, I've never had a visa problem in America."

Her voice was steady now, clear and bright, every trace of timidity gone.

"I'm a US citizen. Born and raised in Tacoma, Washington. Forty miles south of here."

Jiyoo paused, letting that settle.

"And I appreciate your offer to connect me with the best music producers in the United States, but I am currently under contract with the biggest K-Pop agency in South Korea. They've already collaborated with top American talent. They do so constantly. So, with respect, I must like totally decline your offer."

The silence that followed was delicious.

I stared at Jiyoo. This girl who swooned from skipping meals, who had never kissed a boy? She had just cut Bryce Peterson off at the knees with some well-placed words.

I had underestimated Jiyoo Kim. Badly. I filed that away and swore to myself that I would never do it again.

Jiyoo caught me staring. She gave me a sly wink. I laughed. I couldn't stop it, a short, sharp bark of delight that bounced off the black walls and rattled around the empty seats.

Bryce's head snapped toward me. Color rose in his neck.

"What exactly do you find so funny?"

"You," I shot back. "I find you amusing, Bryce. An old man still trying to meddle in the career of his grown daughter."

The color spread upward into his face. His voice dropped to a register I hadn't heard from him before, cold enough to freeze the air between us.

"You think I'm meddling in Sylvia's affairs? Is that what you think this is?" He took a step toward me. "I am not meddling. I am doing my best as a father to protect my daughter."

"Protect her from what?"

"From herself!"

The shout cracked through the room. It echoed off the black walls, the ceiling, the concrete floor, bouncing back at us in waves.

Bryce stood there breathing hard, his composure finally shattered, and in the wreckage I saw the terrified father underneath.

He turned to Sylvia. His face softened. His voice dropped to something almost gentle.

"Have you told them about the submarine film?"

Sylvia went rigid beside me. Her hand squeezed mine.

"Stop," she whispered.

"He thinks he knows you, Sylvia." Bryce shook his head slowly. "He doesn't know anything, does he?"

He turned his gaze on me. Those blue eyes, so like his daughter's in their intensity, burned with a pain that had nothing to do with Hollywood or power or control.

"Sylvia has hurt a lot of people in her life. But the person she's hurt the most is herself." His voice was quiet, measured, each word placed with care. "Did she tell you that a month before she was due to start filming that submarine picture, Sylvia found out she was pregnant?"

I winced as Sylvia's hand desperately clutched mine.

"I don't want to hear this," I said, trying to protect Sylvia.

"It was something she had always wanted," Bryce continued, as if I hadn't said a word. "She didn't give a damn that the father was some mediocre movie star. I didn't either. She could handle raising the child herself, especially with my help."

"Daddy. Stop. Please."

I'd never heard Sylvia sound so distraught. Her face was set, but her lips were quivering.

"I begged her," Bryce went on. "I said, cancel the role. Walk away from that damned film. You're carrying a child. Nothing else matters."

He paused, his eyes turned to his daughter.

"But Sylvia insisted. She had to do it. She had to prove herself as an actor. She had to show the world she was more than a body and a face."

His voice roughened, fraying at the edges.

"So she worked herself into the ground. Sixteen-hour days. Stunt work. Physical scenes that had no business being done by a woman in her condition. And she lost the baby."

The words hit the room like a stone dropped into still water. Ripples of silence spread outward in every direction.

"She lost her baby because she wanted to do some garbage movie." Pain cracked through Bryce's voice, raw and ugly. "A film that went straight to streaming and was forgotten in a week."

Sylvia was shaking beside me. Not crying. Not breaking. Shaking, the way a bridge shakes in high wind, structural tremors that ran from her hand into mine.

"You didn't care about me, Daddy." Her voice was thin and unsteady, barely held together. "All you cared about was losing your grandchild!"

Bryce closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were wet.

"That's true. I won't deny it. I wanted that grandchild." He took a breath. "But mostly I mourned what you had lost. The thing you wanted more than any role, more than any review, more than any award. Which is why I want you to stop this. Stop trying to prove something that doesn't need proving. Give up this quest to be recognized as a serious actor and embrace your life. As a daughter. As a mother."

He stepped closer to her.

"Sylvia, my girl. You're thirty-four years old. You still have time. But time is running out. I won't let you miss your chance at happiness because you're chasing something that will never fill the hole inside you."

The theatre was silent except for the lights buzzing overhead. Marie stood frozen, one hand pressed to her mouth. Jiyoo's eyes glistened. I kept my hand in Sylvia's and waited.

Sylvia drew a long, slow breath. It seemed to travel through her entire body, starting at her feet and rising through her legs, her torso, her chest, filling her lungs and straightening her posture.

She lifted her face. Her green eyes were steady. Her jaw was set.

"My happiness is right here."

She looked around the black box theatre. The bare walls. The folding chairs. The scuffed concrete floor.

"In this theatre, with these people. This is where I belong, and I won't give it up. Not for you. Not for anyone."

Bryce absorbed the words. I watched them settle, watched them do their damage. His shoulders dropped. The lines on his face deepened.

For the first time since I'd met him, I saw Bryce Peterson not as a powerful Hollywood producer or a formidable adversary but as a seventy-year-old man, tired and scared, watching his daughter walk a path he believed would destroy her while he was powerless to stop it.

Then he straightened. The steel returned to his posture, the ice to his eyes. The transformation was seamless, decades of practice compressing grief into control.

"I'm disappointed. But I'm not surprised."

His gaze swept across our group, lingering on each face. Marie. Jiyoo. Me. Sylvia.

"You've always had to learn things the hard way, Sylvia."

He buttoned his suit jacket with steady hands.

"This play will not happen."

He turned and walked up the aisle toward the door. His footsteps were slower than they should have been, carrying a weight that had nothing to do with his age.

We watched in silence, all four of us standing together.

Bryce reached the door. He paused, one hand on the push bar, and looked back over his shoulder.

His mouth opened. Something moved behind his eyes, some last appeal, some last desperate word that might bridge the distance between father and daughter.

But then he closed his mouth. His shoulders slumped. He pushed through the door and the late afternoon light swallowed him. The door swung shut with a soft click that sounded enormous in the silence.

The four of us stood in the empty theatre, looking at each other, and no one spoke.

I wrapped my arms around Sylvia. Marie joined us, then Jiyoo. We held each other in the quiet of the theatre, each of us wondering how this story would play out.


Coming Soon



In the final book of The Director's Harem, Ajax battles to keep the production alive with just one week until opening night. As his relationships with Sylvia and Marie deepen, Ajax must finally give Jiyoo the guidance she craves, both on and off the stage.

Will Ajax pull off the performance of a lifetime? Or will his world come crashing down around him?
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