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        “Desire is not simple. In Greek the act of love is a mingling and desire melts the limbs. Boundaries of body, category of thought, are confounded.”
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      "For should I but see thee a little moment, straight is my voice hushed."
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      Inspired by Kellie Taylor

      The last order leaves the pass at ten forty and I do not look up.

      I am the only person in this kitchen who knows what tonight is. I knew it as I plated the final khao niao mamuang while Bailey stood three feet from me at the pass with the well-versed version of not-looking she has spent fourteen months perfecting. I have known it since my first week in her brigade, when she walked past my station after a ninety-cover Friday and said, without inflection, nice work tonight, Moreau, and I went home to my apartment on Sukhumvit and lay on top of the sheets in the dark and understood I had a problem I would not solve by leaving. Not this time.

      Bailey has consumed my thoughts in a way no other woman ever has, or perhaps ever will. I have lived inside that fact since I walked into her kitchen. To have her now is everything.

      The brigade leaves after service in a slower procession than I’d have liked. Line cooks first, with flat exhausted goodbyes, then prep cooks after, slower. Ploy, our chef de partie, lingers at her station an extra five minutes because she is twenty-six and in love with this kitchen, and I was twenty-six and in love with my first kitchen, and I know what that lingering is. Finally, she goes. The service entrance closes. The lift descends. Its mechanical hum carries through the back wall and dies.

      The kitchen is empty now.

      Bailey is in the dining area, facing out to the city.

      She has been at the window for forty minutes. I have been pretending to read tomorrow’s prep schedule, whose lines I committed to memory and could recite in my sleep. The amber working light burns above my dessert station. Below us Silom still bustles with life. It never dies.

      I lift the tray.

      On it sit two ramekins of pandan custard with palm sugar set to the darkness I want, the amber-brown shading toward black at the centre. Beside them is a small steel bowl of crushed ice I lifted from the bar station two minutes ago without explanation to anyone, including myself. The kitchen is silent enough that I can hear the bowl shift against the steel of the tray as I walk.

      I cross the floor toward her.

      The plan I am executing tonight began on an evening service at the garnish station in my first week, when Bailey reached for the herb tray at the same moment I reached for the lime. Her wrist crossed mine. The contact lasted under a second. She apologised and moved her arm and went back to her plates, and I held my forearm against the cold steel of the counter for a count of five and learned, as her eyes darted back towards me and away again, that she was attracted to me, that she would not allow herself to be, and that if I wanted her, I would have to be the one to make it happen. I went home that night and made the plan that has run since.

      There were marker points I let myself read. There was the day I plated the Pekin breast the Chiang Mai way without asking, set a second plate beside her at the pass and held her eye across the heat lamps, and she walked around the pass to my station and stood close enough that her breath landed on my collarbone, and said low you do not change my menu without asking me, then proceeded to add the dish to the specials. A woman who is unaware of where her breath is going does not stand that close to her sous chef on a hot pass. There was the late tasting four nights ago, the pandan and palm sugar I had been working toward for a week. I held the spoon out to her across the prep counter. She tasted. Her face did the thing I had been working toward, the pause where her chef’s mouth stopped reading the dish and her woman’s mouth understood. I reached across the counter and touched the corner of her mouth with two fingers. There was no custard there. I had walked the gesture in under cover of clearing something that was not there to clear. Her lips parted under my fingers, her breath moved against my fingertips, and I stood a beat past the gesture before I pulled my hand away.

      She said, after a long silence, I’m going home. I said yes, Chef. She left. I went home and lay in the dark and thought: she has three days of holding the line left in her. Maybe four.

      Tonight is night three.

      I stop in front of her with the pandan still on my hands.

      “I brought dessert,” I say. It is the first sentence I have spoken to her tonight that is not about service.

      I set the tray on the pass between us. The bowl shifts against the steel. The ice settles.

      Her eyes track the bowl. They linger a beat longer than they should. Then they come back to my face.

      I have read Bailey’s face across this pass since I arrived. I know the gradations of her concentration. I know the shapes her mouth makes when she does not approve of a plate. I know where her eyebrows sit when something on a plate is half a degree off. None of that prepares me for what I see now. The composure she has worn through every service we have shared has dissolved. I can see straight through it to the woman beneath, and the woman beneath has been deciding, every quiet hour after every service for months, not to walk across her kitchen and put her hands on me.

      “The VIP table,” I say.

      I do not phrase it as a question. Asking is not what tonight needs from me. Bailey needs the gift of the decision having been made.

      I lift the tray and walk. I do not look back to check whether she follows. I have not yet asked her to follow.

      I set the tray down on the table. The phayung, Siamese rosewood, with its silk-like texture and dark reddish-brown colour of cooked palm sugar. I have looked at this table every service and never once put my hand on it for any purpose other than placing a plate Bailey or I had finished. Tonight I have set down a tray of a dessert that is half mine and half hers, and a bowl of ice with no service to attend, except in the service of her.

      Then I turn.

      She is still at the window, exactly where I left her, with the amber light of the kitchen at her back and the city to the side. She has not moved.

      I do not speak. I do not have to. The night I built was always going to need this moment, the moment where she is the one who crosses to me.

      The line she has kept for months holds for no more than a beat. A single pulse.

      Then she crosses the kitchen.

      She stops in front of me, in her chef’s whites. The single line at her temple, the one visible only after a hard service, is there. Her hands hang at her sides, empty, a posture I have never seen her hold.

      I take the first button of her chef’s jacket between my fingers.

      “Leave the light on,” she says.

      The amber working light above my dessert station is the one we run on after the lines go down. It throws the restaurant into a register of its own, untouched by Bangkok. She is asking me to leave it on because Bailey, who has held her line all this time, has chosen to be visible to a city she trusts not to look up.

      “Yes, Chef,” I say, and her pupils widen at my response, enough for me to almost stifle a smile as I work the buttons.

      I do not hurry. I have rehearsed the buttons of her jacket in my head more nights than I will admit to her or anyone, and the version in my head was always more hurried than this. I do them one at a time, reading her face between each one. Her chest rises shallow. Her jaw stays set. Her eyes do not leave mine.

      I push the jacket off her shoulders and let it fall. The bra unclasps under my fingers and joins the rest on the floor.

      Bailey bare from the waist up in the amber light of her own kitchen, with Bangkok behind her: I have a room in my head I have spent fitting out for this image, and the room is too small to hold it.

      The shoulders that have carried plates; the fine line at her collarbone where the pulse moves under the skin. Breasts fuller than my private rehearsal had allowed, and right. The flat plane of her stomach above the waistband of the trousers. The flush that has begun to move up her throat, the same one I have watched climb on a hot pass, and now I am the reason for it.

      I have to recalibrate.

      I take one breath I do not let her hear. I have engineered tonight as the gift of her not having to be the one in charge, and if I falter now she will have to. So I do not falter. I turn her.

      “Lie back,” I say.

      She sits up onto the phayung and lies along the length of it. The carved rosewood holds her, offering the perfect backdrop. Bangkok glows beyond the glass at her head and at her feet, the city laid out below in its long blazing reach to the river. From where I stand I can see the towers across Silom and the people in them who could, if they chose to look up, see her. She is letting them.

      I lean forward and hook my thumbs in her waistband and pull, grateful for her lifting her hips to assist. Nothing prepares me for the sight that is Bailey, glorious in her natural beauty.

      I reach for the bowl of ice. Bring it closer.

      Bangkok runs hot at every hour, yet Bailey lives inside heat as a salamander does. The cold is the one thing in this kitchen that will surprise her, and tonight I want her surprised.

      But first I want her watching.

      I unbutton my own chef's jacket. I do it one button at a time. I do not look at her while I work, because I want her to do the looking, and Bailey is doing what I want. I push the jacket off my shoulders. The bra unclasps under my own fingers and drops to the floor. I remove the rest in a single movement, and only then do I look up.

      I stand naked in front of her. Her mouth opens. The look on her face is of a woman who has just understood that resistance to her want for all this time was futile. The answer was waiting for her in plain sight.

      I pick up an ice cube.

      I bring it to my own collarbone. I watch her face while I do it. I want her to know I am watching her watch me.

      I draw the cube down across my own bare nipple. The shock of cold is real, and I shiver in a slow controlled register that is not entirely real. She does not need to know which part of me is acting and which part is not. Her hands grip the edge of the wood.

      I draw the ice down my sternum, my stomach, along the line of my hip. I do not hurry. I want her watching every response of what cold does to skin before I do it to hers.

      Then I bring the cube to the inside of my own wrist and hold it there.

      The melt runs in a cold line down to my palm.

      I reach forward and press that cold wet hand flat against her bare sternum. She makes a sound, small, almost desperate. I spread my fingers. I hold the cold there against her skin and watch her face. The line between her brows she shows only when a sauce is wrong appears for half a second and goes. Her mouth opens further. Her pulse, which I can feel, is fast and shallow.

      I take a second cube. I draw it down her stomach in a slow line. I pause at her navel. I trace her hip. I slide the cube along the crease of her inner thigh, and her legs fall open without any decision from her, and I stop.

      I step back.

      I look at what she has become on this table, glazed, lit amber, ringed by Bangkok.

      “This,” I say, “is about to get very dirty.”

      I pick up a ramekin.

      “You run the kitchen,” I say. “On this table I run you. You are mine tonight. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she says.

      I dip two fingers into the custard and draw a slow arc across her breast. The dark amber of the palm sugar against her skin is the colour I have been working toward for a week. I spread the custard with my palm. I cover her with it. Pandan, palm sugar, Bailey, smeared across Bailey. I lower my mouth.

      What follows I do at the pace this needs. I taste her where I have placed the custard. I take my time. I find the parts of her that respond to my mouth and I return to them. My fingers go between her thighs and stay between her thighs, learning what frequency Bailey, fired, opens to.

      I lift my head once and offer her my fingers.

      “Taste,” I say.

      She takes them into her mouth. Palm sugar, pandan, herself. Her eyes close. I watch her face, and my free hand does not stop.

      She comes around my other hand.

      The sound she makes is muffled because Bailey is a woman who has spent her life keeping her voice in service. But she comes long, and she comes hard, saying my name, and I keep going because I want her to remember that my hand did not stop when she expected it to.

      Then as her excitement grows again, I say, “Turn over.”

      The first orgasm has loosened her enough that she moves easily under my hands as she goes. She comes up onto her hands and knees on the phayung, facing the glass, facing Bangkok. The rosewood holds her palms. Her hair falls forward. I take a moment to look at what I have arranged: Bailey on all fours on her own VIP table, the city laid out beyond her, the amber light catching the line of her spine, and her cunt wet and mine.

      I do not give her the moment back. I bring my hand down hard against her right cheek. The slap is louder than I expected it to be. The print of my palm rises pink against her skin. She makes a sound that is not a word.

      Her face turns toward the glass and stays there a beat. I do not look to see what she has seen. Whatever is in the building across Silom that has caught her eye is hers. I have my own work to attend to.

      I put both hands on her hips and I take ownership of her from behind. Two fingers, then three, deep and deliberate. My other hand reaches under her and finds her clit and I work both at once, the rhythm steady, the pressure exactly as I want it. She pushes back against me, hungry for more. Her arms hold. Her head drops between them. She is saying my name and please and don’t stop, and I do not stop, because stopping is not what tonight is.

      She is close. I feel it in the change of her breath and in the small involuntary tightening at the base of her spine.

      I lift my hand from her clit.

      I reach for the bowl.

      The ice has half-melted in the amber heat. I take a single cube. I press the cold of it to the nape of her neck and her arms nearly buckle, and I draw it in one slow line down the length of her spine to the small of her back. The cold cuts a line through the heat she has built and she makes a sound that goes straight through the glass into the Bangkok night. My fingers stay where they are inside her. My other hand follows the cold line with my mouth, warm tongue in the wake of the ice, and her head drops further between her arms.

      “Show me,” I say against her spine. “Show me how much you appreciate what I’m giving you.”

      She shows me. She pushes back against my hand and opens for me entirely and I find the place I am looking for and stay on it. The sound she makes when she comes is louder than the first one. Her arms give way. Her face goes to the warm phayung and I stay deep inside her, working her through every wave with the patience I have spent the last hour earning, until she is spent and still and breathing in long ragged increments against the rosewood.

      I press my lips once to the base of her spine.

      Then I sit back, and I look at what I have made of her.

      She lies on the phayung with the custard drying on her skin, the ice-water cold pooled in the grooves of the carving beneath her, her composure entirely gone.

      I am still holding mine. Just.

      But I am breathing harder than I have let myself breathe since the first time I ever entered her kitchen. The inside of my thighs are wet. My pulse is a continuous beat in the place she has not yet touched. I have a problem of my own engineering. The woman I came to undo has just been undone. The woman I am is now the one who needs to be the next to break, and I cannot ask. Asking is not the dynamic I have built tonight.

      I stand. I walk to the second ramekin, the untouched one. I dip a finger. I hold it out.

      She takes it into her mouth without opening her eyes. She takes her time. Then she opens her eyes and watches me.

      “I’m going to shower before I leave,” I say. “You should join me.”

      She does not move yet.

      “I can show you what I do with a banana,” I say.

      I keep my voice level. I turn. I walk across her restaurant to the staff bathroom because if I stay one more second on the phayung I will have to ask for what I want, and asking is not allowed tonight. Bailey has to be the one who decides.

      The staff bathroom is behind the kitchen, past the dry store and the linen cupboard. It opens off a short corridor where the lockers are. Twenty of them. Mine is on the end of the top row.

      I pad past them naked, my feet damp on the tile, and stop at mine. I open it. Inside, behind my street clothes and the change of trainers I keep here for the cycle home, is a small black drawstring bag I have kept hidden in my locker for the past nine days. It has been waiting as have I.

      I take it out.

      I close the locker. I walk into the shower room and set the bag on the wooden shelf above the bench, and I open it, and remove what I need. The toy is silicone and banana-yellow. The shaft is curved and ridged toward the tip in a way an actual banana would never survive, because actual bananas are not engineered to do what this is engineered to do. I check the charge. I feel it vibrate. I set it aside next to my shampoo.

      I step under the rain head and turn the water on. The first run is cold. The shower in the staff bathroom is the small luxury Bailey put in two months after she opened. Stone floor, glass surround, a wide rain head. The cold yields to heat against my shoulders. The custard rinses off my hands. The amber from the corridor falls in a soft yellow line under the door, and beyond the door I can hear her step.

      She comes through the door.

      She is naked. She has not bothered with a towel. The light in here is harder than the kitchen and her body in it is not the picture I had built across the months of plating beside her. It is better. The burn scar on her forearm is silver. There is a small mole below her collarbone. Her pubic hair is darker than the hair on her head.

      She steps into the shower with me.

      The glass surround steams over behind her. She closes the door. She takes my face in both her hands.

      She tilts my mouth up to hers and she kisses me, and the kiss is the first thing tonight that is not part of my plan. It is unhurried. It tastes of pandan and palm sugar and herself, the three flavours she carried from the table to here. I let her have the kiss. I do not lead it. I want her to give me one thing before I take the rest.

      She pulls back. Her thumb stays at the corner of my mouth.

      “You think I didn’t know,” she says.

      She does not say it as a question. I stay quiet.

      “You think I didn’t know what you were doing the night you made the duck. Or the night you wiped away the custard?”

      I smile. “There was no custard.”

      She kisses me again. I let her. Then I pull back.

      I take her face in my hands now. I am still in charge. I run my thumb across her lower lip. She watches me do it.

      “On your knees, Chef,” I say.

      She looks at me. The water runs between us.

      “You are going to put your mouth on my cunt,” I say. “You are going to lick me until I come. Then you are going to lick me until I come a second time. Then I am going to do whatever I want with you. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Chef,” she says.

      I close my eyes and breathe the moment in. But I do not reward her for her subjugation yet. I am not done with the setup.

      I step back and press my back against the cool tile of the shower wall. The rain head is positioned so the water falls forward of me, between us, so I am not under it. I am wet from the waist down, and Bailey lowers herself into the fullness of it.

      The water comes down on her shoulders and runs in lines down her back to the stone floor. She puts her hands on my thighs. She looks up at me through the water in her lashes.

      “Show me,” I say.

      She lowers her head.

      The first contact of her mouth is hot and she opens me with her thumbs. She licks me once, slow and flat, and the sound I make is anguished, even to my own ears. She does it again. She does it a third time. Each pass slower than the last. She is reading me, teasing me with her tongue. This is the chef I have watched at the pass offering me the same
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