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Chapter One — Assignment

By the time the last bass note from Mickey’s rolled out onto Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood, Kyle’s buzz had softened into a comfortable hum. The bar’s neon sign glowed fuchsia on the sidewalk like a lipstick print, kissing the passing parade of crop tops, muscle tanks, and sequins. He and his bestie, Hank, shouldered through the doorway with the rest of the Friday spill, laughing at some joke that hadn’t been funny ten minutes earlier but still felt good to laugh at.

“Text me when you get home, ginger,” Hank said, tugging playfully on a strand of Kyle’s hair that the evening had coaxed into a curl. “I don’t want the coyotes in Runyon getting you.”

“Coyotes don’t prowl WeHo,” Kyle said. “They can’t afford the rent.”

“Smart beasts.” Hank’s eyes softened. “You good?”

Kyle knew what he meant without the explanation. He felt it there, like a shallow old bruise under the skin: Jamal. The name was a taste he’d scrubbed from his mouth and a number he’d deleted without deleting, because he could still recite it in the dark. Kyle forced a smile, that instinctive muscle memory honed from southern politeness and L.A. survival. “I’m good.”

Hank, Asian-American, tall, and chisled, gave him a look that sifted past the grin to see what lay beneath. “I know you are. And I know what you said earlier, but say it again for me.”

Kyle rolled his green eyes. It was a ritual now, ridiculous and necessary. “I am never dating another closeted man,” he said, enunciating each word over the throb of “Levitating” from inside the bar. “Not ever. Not for a weekend, not for a night, not for a nostalgia hug. Done.”

Hank thumped his chest in earnest approval. “Amen. The church says hallelujah.” Then his tone softened. “You deserve daylight, babe.”

Daylight. It lodged where faith should be. “So do you,” Kyle said, because Hank had his own complicated pasts tucked behind his smile.

They hugged quick, an efficient tangle that smelled like citrusy cologne and sweat and spilled vodka-soda, then split directions. Hank angled toward his scooter and Kyle drifted east on Santa Monica, hands in pockets, the boulevard alive around him. A drag queen in a four-foot beehive flicked a lighter under a cigarette as if an altar had risen right there on the curb. Two men practiced a choreography in the reflective sheen of a storefront window, hands carving out beats only they could hear. Ride-shares idled like cattle.

His phone buzzed. Rhea flashed on the screen.

Kyle swerved around a group selfie happening in the middle of the sidewalk and answered. “Please tell me you’re calling to say you mis-scheduled my weekend and I actually have two days to do nothing but nap and re-pot my succulents.”

“I’m calling to make you a legend,” Rhea said, not bothering with hello. Her voice was crisp, caffeinated even at ten p.m., the verbal equivalent of highlighter pen. “Big boy pants, Kyle. You got ‘em on?”

“They’re painted on,” he said dryly, then stopped under the awning of a vitamin shop to hear her better. “What’s happening?”

“You remember the K-POP idol we’ve been pinging for months? Hak-Kun? The one who’s management kept going back and forth on whether they’d let you interview him?”

“How could I forget? This has been dragging on for months!”

“Well, his U.S. team just confirmed they’ll give us shadow access while he’s in L.A. filming the video. They want a full, profile-length piece—day in the life, the man behind the machine, all the good stuff. It’s you.”

Kyle felt the night tilt a little, the old familiar rush cracking open his chest. Above him, a rainbow flag snapped in the faint breeze like applause. “Me?”

“You. Because you make people feel safe and then you peel them like clementines. And...it’s really happening this time.” Rhea’s typing clicked faintly. “You’re charming without being thirsty, you don’t fangirl, and you write like a human being instead of a press release. Also, you live in West Hollywood and can show up at ungodly hours without whining.”

“I whine,” he said automatically, and laughed at himself. He did, sometimes. But not for a story like this. “Okay. What do they want, exactly?”

“First meeting is a general hello to set expectations. Tomorrow morning, ten a.m., The Pendry on Sunset. Private lobby lounge. His manager will do the handshakes and rules. After that, you shadow on set Sunday and Monday. There’s a press conference next week, but the U.S. team wants us focused on the shoot and personal routine. You’ll keep copy points under embargo until we clear them.”

Keep copy points under embargo. The language of gatekeepers. Kyle could already see the barricades and the cracks between them. “Okay.”

“And Kyle—” Rhea’s tone took on a careful weight. “This is your big swing. Pace yourself. Stay professional, stay kind, and remember what I told you when you came out to me in your interview.”

He smiled despite himself. “You said to use it as a superpower.”

“I said your empathy is your superpower. Use it to get the story. But don’t bleed out for it.”

The memory flicked warm in him. Mississippi to Los Angeles had been a highway of swallowed words. “Got it.”

“I’ll send a calendar invite and a one-sheet. Read it before bed. And...congrats, baby. This one’s going to do numbers if you bring it home.”

“Thanks, Rhea.”

“And Kyle?”

“Yeah?”

“Wear something fashion-adjacent. He’s known for a good eye. Don’t embarrass me.”

He looked down at his plain black tee and jeans, at the scuffed boots he liked because they made his calves look good. “I’ll try to locate my fashion-sense. Pretty sure it’s under my laundry pile.”

“Text me a selfie or I’ll cry.” She hung up.

He stood for a moment, letting the news sink to the marrow. The boulevard pulsed. The night tasted like lime and possibility. Career. Focus. This was what he’d promised himself: pour everything into the byline until the rest of his life caught up. No detours into closets, no rooms with the lights off.

As if summoned by the thought, the memory of Jamal slid in alongside him, uninvited. The shape of his muscular, worked out frame in doorways, the way his voice had dropped when he asked Kyle not to walk too close when they were in public because “people might talk,” as if “people” weren’t already talking about everything. The fear that had wrapped around them like barbed wire disguised as a hug. Kyle felt the old ache rise, and with it, anger. He’d loved a man he could never hold in public. He’d held a secret heavier than a lie.

He started walking again, feet syncing to the crosswalk’s light-up countdown. On the corner, a pack of tourists argued brightly about whether to Uber to the Abbey or “just, like, walk.” He passed a storefront window and caught his reflection—tall and lean, ginger hair under the streetlight looking almost copper, green eyes brighter than they had any right to be after two vodkas. He looked like a man on the cusp of something. He looked like a man who’d made a promise to himself and might even keep it.

His apartment sat on the second floor of a 1960s fourplex a few blocks south, a squat building painted the color of pistachio gelato, with a bougainvillea that had decided the railings were its personal jungle gym. He climbed the stairs, the motion sensor light flickering to life with a cinematic delay that never failed to amuse him, and let himself in.

If Mickey’s was neon and sweat, his apartment was the opposite: cool, quiet, organized in that way that only happens when someone once used chaos to survive. The living room belonged to the couch and a low, battered coffee table he’d found on a curb and sanded into something he loved. A ficus leaned toward the window with the same thirst Kyle felt toward morning. Succulents colonized the sill because he’d learned quickly that Los Angeles demanded proof you could keep something alive before it trusted you with more.

He kicked his boots into their corner, tossed his keys into the dish Hank had given him when he’d moved in (“So you stop leaving them in Ubers, you feral”), and padded to the small galley kitchen. The fridge hummed. He poured a tall glass of water and leaned against the counter to check the email Rhea had promised.


Subject: Hak-Kun — West Hollywood access (CONFIDENTIAL)

From: Rhea at PulsePop

Attachments: HK_US_Team_OneSheet.pdf



He opened the one-sheet. Talking points. Schedule. Do’s/Don’ts. A headshot—soft smile, eyes that didn’t give anything away unless you were willing to read between pixels. Kyle scanned the list: Avoid personal life questions unless initiated. No backstage footage without approval. No live posting from set. Respect rest times. A final line in bold: Initial meeting is relationship-building. No hard questions.

He could do relationship-building. He’d been doing it since sixth grade when he figured out keeping eye contact disarmed the meanest boys and warmed the kindest. He set his phone down, drank his water, and took in the tiny things that made this place his: the framed print of the Santa Monica pier he’d bought at a street fair, a thrift-store lamp with a shade that made the room glow like an amber bar at sunset, a bowl of citrus he’d purchased because it was so aggressively Californian that he’d laughed out loud in the grocery store.

He showered, steam fogging the mirror until his face was just a suggestion. He brushed his teeth until the taste of well-vodka was a rumor, then stood at his closet in a towel, half-empty hanger bar staring back at him.

“Fashion-adjacent,” he muttered. He’d never mastered West Hollywood’s queer casual peacockery, the effortless layering of sheer with sharp, of delicate with defiant. He chose a pair of dark, not-too-tight jeans that made his legs look like they belonged to a runner he’d never be, and a crisp white tee that wasn’t technically a tee at all—a soft knit that had the audacity to call itself a tee while hugging his shoulders like a secret. Over it, a lightweight slate blazer that had cost more than his Mississippi brain would ever be okay with, but which transformed him from “guy who writes on his couch” into “guy who might be asked his opinion at a panel.”

He hung the outfit on the hook by the door like a promise and crawled into bed, setting his alarm like a pilgrim leaving a candle burning. As he drifted, he tried not to imagine everything that could go wrong. He imagined instead everything that could go right—words that landed like truth, a subject who let himself be seen, a story that would make kids in towns like his believe the world had room for them.



Morning came in through the blinds like it always did, warm and a little bossy. Kyle brewed coffee strong enough to revive a ghost and swallowed toast over his sink because dishes were a negotiation he refused to have before ten a.m. He dressed, checked himself in the mirror (the blazer did what blazers do), and texted Hank a selfie.


Kyle: Editor says fashion-adjacent. Are we adjacent?

Hank: You are practically married to fashion in that. Go knock ‘em dead, Lois Lane.



Traffic on Sunset did that L.A. thing where it tried to be a river and a parking lot at the same time. Kyle liked driving the Strip early, before the billboards felt sentient, before the night crowds rinsed out and the day crowds coagulated. The Pendry rose sleek and self-satisfied, as if someone had taught glass how to be smug. He pulled into the garage, collected his press packet at the valet stand, and walked through the lobby where art was curated to look accidentally discovered.

The private lounge off the main lobby was all brass and whispers. A host with perfect eyebrows led him to a corner where a low couch waited alongside a small table with two sparkling waters sweating onto coasters. “Mr. Park’s manager will be right with you,” the host said, with the gentle tone of someone who could make the words right with you mean five minutes or fifty.

Kyle sat and placed his phone face-down like a dare to himself. Around him, the morning moved in quiet, expensive ways—voices pitched low, shoes soft-soled, a hum of air-conditioning like a quiet thought. He watched his breath and counted it. Anxiety and anticipation wore the same coat on him; he’d learned to check the label.

A woman approached with the kind of efficiency that makes chairs scoot out of your way. She was early thirties, impeccably pressed, hair pulled sleekly back from a face that might have been carved by good decisions. “Kyle McAllister?”

He stood. “That’s me.”

“I’m Mina Kim,” she said, offering a hand. “U.S. manager for Hak-Kun. Thank you for coming and for being flexible on the weekend schedule.”

“Thanks for having me,” Kyle said, shaking. Her hand was cool, firm. “And flexibility is my most marketable skill. That and remembering everyone’s coffee order.”

A shadow of a smile flickered. “We’ll test that later.”

Her professionalism had edges, but not unfriendly ones. She sat across from him and folded neatly into the chair like origami. “Ground rules. You’ll be with us today for the meet and greet. No recording. Tomorrow and Monday you’ll have access on set, with certain areas restricted. We will clear quotes and anything that references personal history outside of career. We won’t clear tone—we trust your publication—but we do reserve the right to request clarifications if something is factually incorrect. If Hak-Kun indicates a subject is off-limits, you respect it.”

Kyle nodded. “Understood.”

“And you’re not to disclose our location in real time. Fans can be...keen.”

“I’ll delay all posts,” he said. “And there won’t be any until after publication unless you approve.”

“Good.” Mina’s gaze warmed by a degree. “We’ve read your work. You have a way of seeing people that feels...gentle.”

“Thank you,” Kyle said, surprised at the lump that hopped into his throat like a fish. He swallowed it. “I try.”

“We appreciate that. He’s...” She hesitated, choosing a word from a shelf of guarded adjectives. “He’s very good at his job. But he is still twenty-seven.”

Kyle thought about what he had been at twenty-seven and resisted the urge to send his past self a sandwich and a hug. “I’ll remember that.”

A discreet door near the back opened then, releasing a whisper of cooler air from the hallway beyond. Two security guards appeared first, as if they were early punctuation arriving to set the tone of a sentence. Then a third figure stepped through.

Time slowed, the way time does not actually slow but the body decides it should. Kyle’s immediate, ungenerous thought was that no one’s skin should look like that under hotel lighting. Hak-Kun wore a black knit that draped instead of clung, trousers tailored with the kind of accuracy that turns walking into choreography, and sneakers clean enough to shame a countertop. A silver chain rested at his throat like a breeze had left it there by accident. The outfit looked intentional without shouting. He was taller than Kyle had expected, the six feet doing that easy, unbothered thing as if height were not an achievement but a grace bestowed.

His face, though—that was the thing that unsettled the air. Cameras had lied about it; or rather, they had told the truth in two dimensions and omitted the third: the small asymmetry in his smile, the depth of eyes that flicked around the room in quiet assessment before landing, steady and curious, on Kyle. On stage, videos showed him electric, molten. In person, at least in this moment, he looked shy in a way that wasn’t false modesty. He looked like someone who knew exactly how bright he could burn and had decided, here and now, to bank the flames.

Mina stood. “Hak-Kun, this is Kyle McAllister from PulsePop.”

Hak-Kun dipped his head in greeting, then offered his hand. “Nice to meet you,” he said in perfect, lightly accented English, the consonants clean. “I have read your piece about Aaliyah Park’s tour. It was...kind.”

Kyle took his hand. Warm, dry, the clasp present without being performative. “Thank you. She made it easy by being phenomenal.”

A tiny flash of amusement skated across Hak-Kun’s mouth. “She is. And she knows it.” His gaze took in Kyle’s blazer, then flicked back up. “Good jacket.”

Kyle felt absurdly pleased. “People keep telling me that. The jacket is doing more socializing than I am.”

“Jacket is very...chic,” Hak-Kun said, then added in a soft aside, “myeotda.” Cool. The Korean slipped out like a bead off a string and the shyness deepened a notch, as if he’d surprised himself.

Mina gestured to the seats. “Shall we?”

They sat—Kyle and Mina in their original places, Hak-Kun taking the spot beside Mina but angled toward Kyle, his posture attentive but relaxed. The security guards melted into the room’s edges, one near the door, one at a discreet distance that made him part of the furniture.

“We keep this first meeting simple,” Mina said. “Names, logistics, what a day looks like. We’re grateful you’re telling the human story.”

Hak-Kun nodded, eyes on Kyle again, and Kyle felt something shift under his ribs. Not fireworks. Not thunderclap. More like the subtle change in air pressure before rain—the suggestion that weather could happen here, that the sky might have plans it hadn’t announced yet.

“Thank you for being here,” Hak-Kun said. “It is important to me that people see...not only performance.”

“I’m honored,” Kyle said, and meant it more than he’d expected to.

“Tomorrow,” Mina continued smoothly, “we’ll be at a location downtown, then an interior on a soundstage. We’ll send call times tonight. No photographs without approval from me or the AD. We break for meals on a strict schedule. If you need water, please ask. If he needs a break, he will take it. Please do not follow into dressing areas without an explicit invitation.”

“Of course,” Kyle said. “I’m here to be as invisible as possible while still paying attention.”

“Good.” Mina checked her watch, then rose. “I need to take a call. I’ll be just outside. Hak-Kun, I’ll be five minutes.” She gave them both a professional smile that managed warmth, then stepped away, the door whispering shut behind her.

Silence for a beat. Not uncomfortable, exactly. Something like two instruments tuning to the same key.

Hak-Kun exhaled, shoulders loosening a fraction. “There are many rules,” he said, tone wry.

“I grew up in a place where even church potlucks had rules,” Kyle said. “I can handle it.”

“Church potlucks?” The corner of Hak-Kun’s mouth lifted. “I have seen that in movies.”

“They’re real,” Kyle said solemnly. “And dangerous. If you didn’t bring deviled eggs, Miss Connie looked at you like you’d sinned in public. I escaped to Los Angeles to avoid disappointing Miss Connie.”

A soft laugh escaped Hak-Kun, quick and honest. Kyle had the ridiculous, heady sense that he’d been given something rare. “I will remember to bring eggs,” Hak-Kun said, then, after a pause: “You are from...?”

“Mississippi,” Kyle said. “Picayune. A small town where football and humidity made most of the rules.”

Hak-Kun nodded, eyes thoughtful. “I am from Bundang. Close to Seoul,” he offered, as if trading a fact for a fact.

“Do you get to go home much? Or is home planes and hotels now?”

Hak-Kun considered, gaze lowering to his hands, which were very still in his lap. Long fingers, a small scar at one knuckle. “Home is...complicated. But I see my family.” His eyes lifted again. “Sometimes.”

The truth-or-not of that wasn’t Kyle’s to unpack yet. He filed the cadence away—the softening on family, the way sometimes landed like a pebble in a pond whose depth you can’t see.

Mina reappeared like a clock chiming the next hour. “Ready?”

Hak-Kun stood, smooth as a breath. He looked at Kyle. “Tomorrow, we work,” he said, more to himself than to Kyle, and then he offered the smallest, brightest real smile, unpracticed at the edges. “I will try not to be boring.”

“I have a boring detector,” Kyle said, standing as well. “It hasn’t gone off once.”

“Then maybe we can turn it on the manager,” Hak-Kun said, a conspiratorial glance toward the door that made Mina’s eyes narrow affectionately.

“I heard that,” Mina said, amused. To Kyle: “We’ll text you tonight with call sheet and address. Thank you again.”

They exchanged goodbyes, and then Kyle was back in the Pendry’s lobby, then on Sunset, the glare of day returning like applause after darkness. He took a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding, a real one, filling up the space inside him that the old bruise hadn’t touched.

He’d met a thousand faces for work. This one felt different, not because it belonged to a star, but because something small and private had glanced up from behind it like a startled animal and not run.

He slid his sunglasses on and stepped out into the bright, noisy morning, the city hustling around him like always. The assignment had a shape now. So did the boundary he’d promised himself—professional, careful, no stepping into closets, no stepping into anything that looked like one.

At the crosswalk, a bus eased by with a billboard for a romance drama splashed across its side: two leads mid-near-kiss, eyes closed, the caption a command: Tell the truth.

Kyle smiled to himself, barely, like a man who’d received a message from a universe cheeky enough to speak in bus ads. “Working on it,” he murmured, and headed toward the day that was waiting for him.
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Chapter Two 
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The warehouse had been reborn as a cathedral of light.

Giant silks floated like clouds near the rafters, corralling the morning into a cool, pearly glow. A Steadicam rig skimmed across taped marks on the concrete floor. Dancers stretched along a wall of mirrors that hadn’t been there yesterday. The smell of haze machine, coffee, and gaffer’s tape made its own atmosphere.

Kyle signed in at the PA’s folding table and clipped a laminated VISITOR badge to his blazer. Mina found him before he’d finished scanning the call sheet.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Dominick Cummings






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





