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New York

He’s late.

The fact that we’re meeting on his home turf for this in-person chemistry read is mildly annoying, but I grudgingly acknowledge that the choice makes the most sense. Of the two of us, Julien Caffrey had the most easily recognized name. He has an established, successful modeling career and a personal agent. My resume, on the other hand, consists of a handful of local commercials and one non-speaking part in a film short. 

I am the unknown here. Therefore, I must cater to his convenience. I get that completely. What I don’t understand is how we are in his city, in his agent’s office, yet he is the one who is late. I arrived on time, and I had to fly in from another state!

He staggers into the office ten minutes after the agreed upon time. When the bell above the swinging door jangles, I snap to attention...and immediately groan. He is scruffy, rumpled, and reeks faintly of cigarette smoke and cologne. His combat-style boots are black and scuffed, the perfect companion to his faded cargo pants and worn leather jacket. I wasn’t expecting business attire, but this is almost too casual.

This is my first impression of Julien Caffrey. 

The fact that he’s a model made me skeptical about making a movie with him from the outset. I expect that he will be like most models turned actor: pretty to look at but severely lacking in substance. Now, it appears that he’s inconsiderate of other people’s time too. On sight, I make the immediate decision not to like him. 

Although this is the first time that I’ve ever laid eyes on the man, I don’t think I’m being harsh. My film director, Victor Marsden, has been wildly hyping this meeting for three days. “He’s going to pull you in, Iyah,” he promised, “This guy’s a gem!” He was convinced that we would become “fast friends” too. This doesn’t feel like a promising start. 

I don’t know why I’m so aggravated. I’m not usually such a stickler for punctuality. My own mother is known for being chronically and habitually late for everything. It’s such a problem that my entire family has taken to lying to her about the timing of events just to make sure she arrives when she’s supposed to. Having dealt with that headache for much of my life, taking someone to task over occasional tardiness is not a hill I choose to die on. 

But what I won’t make an exception for is being late to important events. And this is an important event. Or, at least, it is important to me.

It’s debatable if Julien Caffrey has the same level of commitment to this project that I do. On the surface, he and I are in a similar situation. We’re both young, inexperienced actors. While he might have a recognizable face here in New York, he’s a nobody in Hollywood circles. 

I’m accustomed to rejection, but I wonder how many times Julien Caffrey has heard “no.” I recognize the incredible opportunity I’ve been handed. Does he?

How did this man get a callback, let alone a chemistry read? I don’t doubt his pretty face has opened numerous doors. As far as those looks go, however, I find him rather basic. 

Yes, he is good-looking, but he doesn’t seem to embody the character at all. He is supposed to be portraying a young, rich socialite from an elitist family with an Ivy League education. Typical, standard, white boy, all-American cream of the crop. That is not the energy this man is giving.

There is something rugged and vaguely dangerous about Julien Caffrey. He strikes me as being more like a mysterious night-stalker than an Ivy League prep type with his closely cropped dark hair, beard stubble and the small, silver stud earring glinting in his right ear lobe. The only thing missing is a sleeve of obscene tattoos, which I’m certain he doesn’t have because that would be a dealbreaker in modeling circles. Nothing about him screams wealthy law student with a promising future at all. He’d be a shoo-in for the part of “shady character” though.

Part of me knows that I’m stereotyping him without justification, and I’m not really proud of it. I try very hard not to get caught up in all that social justice nonsense because, at the end of the day, people are just people. My parents have drilled that into me all of my life. Be cautious, Iyah, my dad would always warn me, but be open-minded too. I generally try to give people an opportunity to disappoint me first before I write them off entirely. Unfortunately, I’ve yet to speak a single word to Julien Caffrey and he’s already disappointed me.

I guess it’s difficult for me to take the high road when I think about how hard I’ve worked to get to this point. The countless auditions, the long, grueling days of networking, the nights filled with frustrated tears. I’ve been so careful and deliberate with my look, my words, always mindful of inadvertently burning bridges. I’ve used every precious connection to my advantage, even for this part. I’m a young, black woman looking for a place in an industry that is more likely to typecast me than place me in a leading role. Additionally, I don’t have that typical Hollywood look either. 

I’ve often been described as “cute” or “simply adorable,” but very rarely has anyone (besides my parents) dubbed me “beautiful.” I have a round face with large, expressive, brown eyes, and lips that I sometimes wish weren’t as full, but that others seem to envy. My favorite feature about myself is my wild, glorious cloud of natural curls. I jokingly refer to it as my “lion’s mane,” but I love that my bouncy, spiraled locks give me such character. So, while I probably won’t stop traffic with my face, if you see me on the street, you definitely won’t forget me either. The girl with the big hair.

But I know I’m at a disadvantage. Even the character I’ve auditioned for is described as having an “ordinary” appearance in the script, which I’m sure factored into me being considered for the part. I know what I’m working with, and I’m okay with that. I have to push myself hard to achieve my dreams. I caught a 5 a.m. flight from Detroit just to make it here this morning, and I arrived half an hour early. I wonder if Julien Caffrey possesses that same drive, if he even thinks he has to put forth the effort.

Truthfully, this industry was created and fostered by men who are exactly like him. Young, white men with the ability to command attention and amass heaps of praise while putting forth minimal effort. He can afford to stroll in here late looking as if he’d just rolled out of bed, and still get what he’s after. I can’t.

Even seated in the lavish lobby of a well-known New York agent, dressed in my most flattering sundress and designer heels, my make-up applied with stunning precision, my hair subdued with pins and clips, I’m still afraid that this will be taken from me. That is the greatest irony. I have this part already. He remains the hopeful...at least for the moment. But I seriously doubt he’s agonizing internally over whether he might not be good enough.

I’ve worked myself up into a righteous lather now. There’s no doubt. I dislike him on pure principle. But he will not derail my future. His lazy entitlement will not dim my rising star. I will become a blinding force in this industry, and Julien Caffrey will not get in my way!

That steely determination must be stamped all over my face because when I shift to my feet, he scrambles backwards with stammered apologies. A short, stunned breath escapes me. The last thing I was expecting was an apology! I truly want to laugh at his terrified expression because the thought that I might intimidate him seems ludicrous. 

He has, at least, four inches of height on me even with my heels on and probably outweighs me by a good 80 pounds. Yet, he’s looking at me as if he expects me to dropkick him any second. In the power dynamic, he unquestionably has the upper hand. But he doesn’t act like it. 

That gets my attention. There’s also the way he apologizes to me. He exudes humility. 

“I’m sorry I kept you waiting.” His tone is diffident. Embarrassed. Utterly sincere. He gestures towards his ridiculous attire. “I know I look like trash right now.”

His contrition helps to diffuse my initial irritation. I’m not ready to change my mind about him, but I’m also not as committed to writing him off as before. And, because it seems rude to agree with his self-deprecating assessment of himself when we’ve been acquainted less than two minutes, I keep silent.

“I mean it. This isn’t me,” he continues, his brown eyes wide with emphasis. “I’m hardly ever late.”

“If you say so...” I answer slowly.

“You’re looking at me like you want to stomp me into the ground and, quite frankly, it’s a little frightening.”

A bubble of laughter rises with the visual he creates. I can almost hear my little brother making some wisecrack about my “resting bitch face,” and I know I need to meet him halfway. The corners of my mouth curve into a strained smile.

“Sorry. That’s just my face.” 

“I had every intention of being here on time!” He rushes to explain, “I’m in between auditions and photoshoots which is why I look like this. But when I ran home this afternoon to change, my dog had taken a massive dump all over the clothes I had laid out and my living room carpet!”

The snort that bursts from my lips is undignified, but I can’t help it. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

“He’s a Yorkie. He has separation issues, and he’s petty as hell.” He thrust out his hand to me then, his face wreathed in a jovial smile. “Let’s start over. I’m Julien Caffrey. You must be Aiona.”

His friendliness disarms me, and the tension finally eases from my shoulders. I wasn’t expecting him to be so nice, so affable. My opinion of him is already beginning to shift. I’m almost compelled to smile. The impulse is unexpected.

I hesitantly reach out to take hold of his hand. His grip is firm and committed. He looks at me directly, and I notice for the first time that his eyes aren’t just brown. They have flecks of green in them too. Julien shakes my hand like we’re already partners. I’m suddenly and surprisingly open to that idea.

“You can call me Iyah,” I tell him, “Only my drama instructors call me Aiona, and none of them could pronounce it correctly anyway.”

His grin widens, and I get a strange flutter in my chest. It is impossible to ignore how attractive he is when he smiles. It transforms his face entirely, elevating his “basic” handsome features into something radiant. I’m affected by that smile, and the realization causes me to recoil a bit. What is happening right now?

“How’d I do?”

The question takes me off guard because I haven’t yet made sense of my incomprehensible reaction to him. “How did you do with what?”

“Your name. Did I butcher it?”

“No. You were surprisingly spot on. Very few people get it right on the first try.”

“It’s a very unique name.”

I’ve heard some variation of that same comment all my life, enough times not to be easily offended by his unspoken implication that my name is odd. “I know it’s different. It’s like my parents had a contest for how many vowels they could pack into one name.” To his credit, he tries to stifle his responding snicker of agreement as I add, “Meanwhile, my little brother got the name Ruben. Make it make sense.”

“Aiona Grandberry is not a bad name. It has a regal quality to it. Very queenly.”

I roll my eyes so hard I’m surprised they don’t get lodged in my skull. “Now you’re just kissing my ass.”

“Whatever helps,” he replies without an ounce of shame. “I’m trying to charm you here.”

“Why?”

“This whole job is riding on a chem read between us. I wanna make a good first impression on you.”

“Yeah...you’re starting off great so far,” I deadpan, tipping a glance down at my watch.

“Really? Are you gonna be one of those people?”

“Those people?”

He waves a tsking finger at me, his smile flashing again. “Don’t be a clock-watcher, Iyah.  They’re no fun at all.” I am two seconds away from rolling my eyes again when he adds in a superior tone, “Besides, if you consider what I went through to get here, ten minutes is not bad. Credit where credit is due.”

“I’m not going to pat you on the back for being only ‘slightly’ late,” I scoff, throwing the word “slightly” in sarcastic air quotes, “to a meeting you set. You agreed to the time! If that didn’t work for you, then you should have picked something else. Besides, you live in this city!”

“I feel very attacked.”

He’s clearly joking. Julien Caffrey has a sense of humor. I’m not expecting that, and I find his cheeky sarcasm is somewhat refreshing. I suppose it’s a good thing that he doesn’t take himself too seriously. Sometimes, I’m much too critical and focused for my own good. One type A personality is quite enough. I like the idea of him being the jokester to my straight man.

I can feel it again. That stupid impulse to grin at him like a fool, and I don’t understand it. Nothing significant has happened between us beyond a little banter, but there is something about Julien Caffrey that intrigues me. Now that we’ve had an actual conversation, I’m finding him extremely easy to like. The realization provokes a deep frown of self-annoyance, and it makes me a little desperate to ferret out some hidden flaw.

“Did you say that you were still auditioning?” The unspoken implication is that maybe he’s not as serious about this film role as I am if he’s scouting for other jobs, but Julien only shrugs.

“Why wouldn’t I?” he asks, “Nothing’s guaranteed, right?”

“I guess that’s true.”

I’m trying to remain neutral, but my opinion of him starts to shift even more. The longer we speak, the more I come to realize that he is not at all the conceited, pompous ass I had been expecting. It’s possible that Julien Caffrey is as insecure about his place in this industry as I am, especially if he believes that I am the only thing standing between him and this part.

Maybe his looks are far from “basic” after all, I amend grudgingly to myself. He might just be perfect for this part. He can certainly clean up as an Ivy League type. Perhaps gorgeous isn’t too lofty a description for him either because this man practically glows when he smiles. I’ve always thought it was a cliché when someone was described as having a smile that lit up their entire face, but Julien Caffrey’s smile truly does.

He’s not an especially tall guy, albeit he is much taller than me which isn’t hard considering my meager 5 feet, 2 inches. He appears to be average height, probably 5’10 if I had to throw out a guess, with a slender to medium build and sharp, angular features. He has a symmetrical face which enhances his loveliness, but his best feature is his stunning smile. I’m sinking into that smile fast. Julien Caffrey has a way of smiling at you that makes you want to smile back at him. 

I’m already concluding that this isn’t going to work. Not because I find him unlikeable because that could have been a manageable situation. The danger is that he’ll be too likeable. 

This is no time for distractions. I have set a personal standard for myself. I will never date my co-star. Ever. I’ve seen too many relationships destroyed among my classmates to go there. Additionally, romance creates unneeded tension and often complicates whatever project you’re working on together.

There is nothing wrong with Julien Caffrey being attractive. In fact, he should be. The entire film is going to revolve around his character. He needs to resonate with the audience, and his good looks will help accomplish that goal. It’s practically a requirement for any leading man in this business. But just because Julien Caffrey is an attractive man that doesn’t mean that I have to find him attractive. Nor do I want to find him attractive.

I have a career to establish. I don’t have energy for schoolgirl crushes, especially on inaccessible white boys with whom I have nothing in common. Professionalism is key, and I’m determined to maintain it. If I can keep focused and driven, I know that I will be just fine. Julien and I will have a successful working relationship, and I will have a film credit added to my resume. The end.

“So, what’s your dog’s name?” I know the question is abrupt, but I’m determined to realign our conversation into more neutral territory.

“Scruff.”

I can’t quite stifle my disbelieving chortle. “You named your dog ‘Scruff? For real?”

“When I got him, he was just this runty, scruffy little thing. The name kinda stuck. Now he’s Scruff.”

“No wonder he pooped on your clothes. I would too if you named me ‘Scruff.’”

He laughs. Like a literal, full-throated laugh that makes his eyes sparkle with merriment, and suddenly I’m seriously questioning if I have this together after all. I think my earlier assumption about him was right. This guy does have the potential to derail my career if I let him, and not for the reasons I’d assumed. By this point, a chemistry read is hardly necessary. This five-minute conversation has confirmed for me that we have that in spades. That’s not the problem. 

The problem is that Julien Caffrey is, indeed, a gem. The problem is that my director was right. He does pull you in. We will become fast friends. But the biggest problem I foresee is the one I never expected, the one I didn’t plan for. 

I’m scared that I might end up liking him a little too much.
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Los Angeles, California

“So...are you still going to claim us when you become rich and famous?”

My little brother Ruben offers me a cheeky grin through the phone screen. I know he’s trying to goad me, but I’m way too tired to take the bait. The best response I can muster, while I balance my phone in one hand and my bag in the other, is a muttered insult under my breath as I shuffle inside my hotel room. My body hasn’t grown used to California time yet. Then again, I’ve only been here for 36 hours so that’s not entirely surprising. I’ve yet to shake off my jet lag from the flight.

Though the digital clock on the nightstand reads 6 p.m. and bright sunlight filters in through my open blinds, my internal clock screams at me that it’s 9 p.m. I just want to crawl into bed. I’m in no mood to deal with Ruben needling me, especially when I made the effort to make this family Facetime call in the first place. Careful to stay in the camera frame, I throw my bag aside, kick off my shoes, and flop down onto my neatly made bed with a grateful sigh.

Any other time, I’d probably cut this call short because I’m in no mood to bicker with my brother. But my parents have been chomping at the bit for this conversation all day, and I don’t want to disappoint them. I also can’t start goading Ruben in return. I know that any attempt I make at a well-deserved comeback will only earn me a lecture from both my parents about tormenting my brother, followed by more admonishments on why I should “know better” because I’m the oldest. Oh, the perks of being the beloved baby and golden child of the family.

I suppose I should be grateful for the consistency, which has been severely lacking in my life for the past several weeks. I’ve been bouncing nonstop from one event to another, and this is the first real opportunity I’ve had to take a reflective breath. It will also probably be my last bit of respite before we start filming tomorrow morning. 

The reality of this moment hits me anew. I am thousands of miles from home in a strange city surrounded by even stranger people, about to begin the biggest project of my limited acting career. I’m just a tiny bit overwhelmed. Excited, but scared too. The fact that my little brother can fall so easily into his pattern of teasing sarcasm even when we haven’t seen one another in person in nearly a week is actually as refreshing as it is annoying. At least it is something familiar. 

Despite my strict preparation for this role, including flying to New York for the chemistry read and then straight to California afterwards, I’m still uncertain about what comes next. I’m in free fall, but that’s not a bad thing. I’ve never been the most meticulous planner anyway. I like to go with my gut. My father says that I do too much leaping and not enough looking. Maybe he’s right but look where my leaping has landed me. 

No one really expected me to get this part, least of all me, but I did it. I’m not even a local! Me...some unknown girl with barely any acting experience from a small township in metro Detroit actually beat out a hundred other young actresses, many of them native Californians, for this part. 

That is an accomplishment. And yet, it doesn’t feel like one. Not entirely. Perhaps because I know that my family, as supportive as they’ve been, doesn’t view my decision to pursue acting as something wise or long-term.

They’re waiting for me to decide that this is a transient phase. None of them believe that I will be catapulted into fame or that this career will be my final, decided path. It isn’t because they think I’m untalented. My parents have been quite vocal about just how talented I am and have always encouraged my creativity. I express myself through music and words, but I’ve been known to change my mind.  

At one time, I had an unparalleled passion for science and biology too. The human cell is a creative marvel, its own self-contained factory. Growing up with a trauma surgeon for a father and a registered nurse for a mother, it wasn’t that difficult to become enamored with the mechanical and chemical processes of the human body.

My parents nurtured my interest. When I was fourteen, they enrolled me in a junior EMT course designed to prepare me for a career in trauma. I became BLS certified that same year. I’ve volunteered in the hospital every summer vacation since before I started high school. I’ve even had an opportunity to accompany my dad on continental healthcare related relief missions. The first time I saw an open fracture, I wasn’t repulsed by the blood and torn flesh. I was fascinated.

But my passion for medicine is only surpassed by my passion for theater. Once I saw a production of A Streetcar Named Desire live on stage, I was hooked. The call of the stage was too strong. I decided to change my major from biology to drama in my sophomore year of college, and my parents didn’t mask their disappointment. 

My father took my decision the hardest, probably because medicine had been the thing we had bonded over the most. He’d been excited about the prospect of me following in his footsteps, filled with the burgeoning pride that came with telling his close friends that his daughter was bound for medical school. Struggling actress didn’t hold that same prestige, especially one who stayed broke and out of work. The fact that this part has me playacting at being a nurse has probably added insult to injury.

To my father’s credit, he’s tried to be encouraging, but it’s obvious he thinks I’m wasting my time, wasting my real talents. “A hobby is not a career, Iyah,” he would lecture. His assessment hasn’t changed much either. As far as he’s concerned, acting is a frivolous pursuit. It’s not a “sustainable career.” His skepticism only makes me more determined to succeed. I have to prove him wrong.

All of those thoughts are banging around in my head when I shift upright and position myself cross-legged in the center of my bed. “I’m not getting ahead of myself,” I reply, referencing Ruben’s earlier teasing. “It’s just one part. This is the chance to get my foot in the door.”

“How long will you be out there?” Mom asks.

“Filming should take about six weeks. Maybe I’ll be here two months at the most. I’ll be home after that, but then I’ll have to fly back out here before the film premiere for the promotion tour.”

I start to fidget in the silence that ensues. Mom and Dad exchange furtive, obvious glances. Neither of them is thrilled to learn I’ll be in L.A. for the next two months, especially when I don’t have much money. I know my parents. They are both contemplating the most diplomatic way to address my current lack of funds. Mom chews thoughtfully on her lower lip. She’s skirting the issue. Dad’s forehead is creased with a familiar scowl. He doesn’t seem to share Mom’s hesitance. 

“How much are they paying you for this thing?” he demands in a flat tone.

“Is the money really that important? Why do you lead with that?”

“So, next to nothing then? You’ve already spent hundreds of dollars on two plane tickets! Let’s not even talk about how much those headshots cost you! And now you’ve got the added expense of an agent! It’s like you’re paying someone else for the privilege of working!”

“Dad, please. This is how it goes, and it’s my first job. Everyone starts at the bottom.”

“Everyone doesn’t have thousands of dollars in student loan debt to pay off. Everyone doesn’t live at home with their parents. Everyone doesn’t have to live out of a cheap hotel for the next two months!”

“It’s not cheap,” I argue weakly, “This is actually a very nice place to stay, and the studio is paying for all of it. I get a stipend!”

“You mean, you’re paying for it. Just not upfront. Best believe they are removing the cost of living from your final pay,” he predicts darkly, “I can’t understand why you couldn’t do something else locally. Now you’re in L.A. of all places! You don’t even know your way around that city. I don’t like it.”

“Google is a thing. I can figure it out.”

“You’re going to spend every dime you make just trying to maintain your livelihood out there,” Dad predicts. The unspoken crux of his argument is “Come home.” I know it, and so does he. “What is the point of any of this if you won’t have anything to show for it once it’s over?”

“I can put this on my resume. My name will be out there. This role will solidify my credentials as an actress.”

“You can do so much more than this, Iyah.”

“Daddy, I don’t want to fight with you. I’m tired, and I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.”

Mom takes her cue at this point, indignant at the thought my nutrition might possibly be jeopardized. That is my mother’s biggest peeve. She always says that no job is worth sacrificing one’s health. Over the span of her nursing career, she has seen too many patients work themselves into literal sickness for businesses who had no interest in offering them aid once they were in the throes of a health crisis. It is a hill she will die on.

“Iyah, it’s already after nine o’clock!” she admonishes, “You haven’t eaten yet?”

“Don’t start with me. I’m on Pacific time, remember?” I reply, wisely tamping down my sarcasm. “I’m going to get some In-n-Out and then head to bed.”

My father’s disapproving grunt follows. “I thought you had less than $500 in your account. Can you even afford that?”

“Oh my God, Dad!”

“Just use my credit card for whatever you need,” he insists, “Don’t worry about the expense. I want you to be taken care of. I want you to be safe.”

“I’m not taking your money.”

“If she won’t use it, I will!” Ruben pipes in gamely, “I don’t turn down free money!”

Dad makes a face at him before fixing me with a stern look. “Use the card, Iyah.”

There’s no point in arguing. I know he won’t stop harping if I refuse, so I sigh in exhausted defeat, “I gotta go. I’ll call you guys tomorrow.”

I’m sad to tell them goodbye, but I’m also grateful when our call ends. The silence that follows settles like a weight, but also brings a strange relief. Sometimes, living up to their constant expectations of me is too much pressure. Or maybe I feel that way because I fear I’m failing them. 

My parents are good people who have done their measured best to provide me with good things. After all they have given me, the least I can do is become the person they want me to be. So, why do I resent them so much for it? And why does that resentment make me feel like an even bigger failure?

I flop back into the bed. The last thing I want is to be sad and reflective. Not when I’ve just landed the biggest gig of my entire career! I’m not ready to come down from this high. Mom, Dad, and Ruben might not be proud of what I’ve accomplished out here, but I’m proud of myself. This is the first time I’ve truly been on my own, my first step towards making my dreams a reality. I want to celebrate that, even if that celebration comes in the form of a burger and fries from a famous fast-food establishment that I’ve always wondered about.

That enthusiasm dampens when I discover how much it will cost to have Uber Eats deliver my dinner to my doorstep. My father was spot on when he asked if I could afford it. A single meal will cost me almost as much as one night in my Los Angeles hotel. Thankfully, I don’t have the cover the cost of staying here or the back-and-forth transportation to the movie studio or I would be completely out of money in less than a week. 

The production company should provide us with a very small food stipend, but that’s not even enough to cover the cost of one burger. Most meals and snacks will be served on site. If we want anything outside of what is provided (like In-n-Out burgers for dinner) we will have to pay for those expenses mostly out of pocket. Spending nearly a fifth of what’s in my bank account for a burger seems like a ludicrous prospect but, at the same time, I’m not sure when I will have another chance to have this experience.

My purse mocks me from the nearby chair. I battle internally over swallowing my pride to use my dad’s credit card or starving for my convictions. A sharp knock at my door saves me from the choice. A little leery, because I’m in a strange city and there is no one who should be visiting me, I cautiously scoot from the bed and pad over to the door to peer out of the peep hole. Julien Caffrey’s grinning face greets me. I grunt under my breath and snatch open the door.

“Didn’t we spend enough time together today?”

That is not an exaggeration. We’ve been practically glued to each other’s sides since we landed. His hotel room is literally two doors down from mine. And while I don’t find his company unpleasant, I can’t afford to let this budding attraction I’m developing for him blossom any further.

Julien leans against my doorframe with a lopsided smile. “Hello to you too, Grumpy.”

It’s not a reprimand exactly, but I feel chastened. “I’m sorry. It’s not you. It’s me. I’m hangry.”

“What a coincidence! I dropped by to see if you wanted to grab some dinner.”

“I am going to have my dinner delivered.” 

I stifle a mortified groan because I sound pretentious even to myself, but Julien doesn’t seem offended. The corners of his mouth turn up in an amused smirk instead. I hate that smirk. It makes him look unintentionally adorable. And that fact makes me want to kick him in the shin. I curl my bare toes into the plush carpet to squelch the impulse.

“You got money for delivery?”

I cast a woebegone glance back at my purse. “Not exactly.”

Julien breaks into a wide grin. “You should come with me.”

He barely gives me time to stuff my feet back into my shoes and grab my bag before he drags me out of my room and begins pulling me towards the main street. “Wait! Where are we going?” 

I haven’t learned very much about Julien Caffrey in the two days that I’ve been acquainted with him, but I am aware that he knows his way around Los Angeles just about as well as I do. Then again, he’s a transplanted New Yorker, having originally hailed from mid-west Indiana. Perhaps stepping out into the unknown isn’t a huge dilemma for him. As for me, I’m not big on roaming around in unfamiliar cities. 

“Where are you taking me?” I ask again when we reach the sidewalk, and he still hasn’t revealed his grand plan.

“A place called the Squealer.”

That stops me dead in my tracks. “Tell me that’s a joke.”

“I found it online. The food looks good, and it’s within walking distance. Just half a mile from here.”

“No sir,” I reply, crossing my arms in stubborn refusal. “I don’t eat at places named after pig sounds. I must respectfully decline.”

Julien cocks his head to one side and surveys me with a thoughtful expression. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re kinda stuck up?”

Several people have told me that. In fact, their exact words were “high maintenance.” I’m self-aware enough to realize that there is some truth to the charge, but that doesn’t stop me from becoming offended. He’s only known me for two seconds, so the assessment strikes me as a little audacious. It’s the principle involved.

“Oh well,” I say with a flippant shrug, “you enjoy your dinner alone then.”

Before I can do an about face and leave him standing alone on the sidewalk, Julien briefly catches hold of my forearm and steps into my path to block me. “I was just teasing you. Don’t be like that. Where is your sense of adventure? It’s got 4 out of 5 stars!”

“Does it look like I care how many stars it has?”

“Give it a chance,” he wheedles, “We’re going to have loads of fun.”

He’s smiling at me again, that endearing, open, beautiful smile and I bite my lip when a reluctant twitch threatens. I am quickly growing to like this playful banter that is developing between us. It’s easy. Natural. Effortless. The more I get to know him, the more I like him. But he doesn’t need to know that. 

Our easy camaraderie makes for compatible screen partners though. For our chemistry read, Julien and I had reenacted our characters’ first encounter. We had naturally fed off of one another to build the emotionally charged scene in a way that felt authentic, like a volatile, awkward conversation between two antagonists meeting for the first time and not a manufactured performance.

It helped that Julien was truly a talented actor. I had worried about how he might be able to embody a character with whom he seemed to have very little in common, but when the time came, he slipped into the persona of Adam Sullivan with the same ease as someone slipping on a tailored jacket. I fully believed he was the resentful young man he portrayed, recently diagnosed with a mental illness that had derailed his entire life. And because I believed it, that made my response to him equally believable.

We are going to work very well together, which is both a good thing and a bad thing. Good because our chemistry will help to sell the love story between our characters. Bad because that same chemistry is only going to make it more difficult for me to get my burgeoning crush on him under control. I truly don’t know how I’m going to make it through the next couple of months without making a complete fool of myself.

“Fine,” I huff in answer to his cajoling. “I will eat at your pig place. But if I hate it, you will never hear the end of it.”

“I’m sure I won’t.”

Once we arrive at the restaurant, Julien and I snag an unoccupied booth. I’m a little surprised by how busy the place is. It’s a dank hole in the wall with scarred, wooden booths, lopsided tables, and grease-stained menus. The fastidious part of me wanted to wipe everything down before we took our seats.

But when our food is finally delivered to our table, I discover the reason that the place is so packed. The Squealer turns out to be worth every single one of its 4.5 stars. After Julien needles me about it, I finally offer him a begrudging thanks for the suggestion before we launch into thoughtful discussion about our characters and their motivations.

“Do you think he’s unlikeable?” he asks.

Our characters don’t share a promising start. In the scene, Julien’s character Adam learns that his mother has hired a home health nurse to care for him without his input or consent. He isn’t expecting Aubrey Lewis, nor does he want her to care for him. The character transfers his resentment towards his mother to the young woman hired to be his caregiver. As a result, Aubrey’s first impression of Adam Sullivan is poor.

“He could have come across unlikeable, especially based on that first meeting but I liked what you did during the read,” I reply, “It felt more like he was putting up a wall rather than being a jerk.”

“That’s what I was going for.”

“But I think it’s important that my character gives him pushback. She’s not intimidated by him. I liked that she set her boundaries upfront.”

“I liked that too. She let him know from the start that he couldn’t bully her. I think that’s what he needs.”

I’m curious to know more about Julien Caffrey, especially if we’re going to be jammed into each other’s space for the next two months. “So...have you always wanted to be an actor?”

“Not really. I kinda fell into it the same way I did modeling.”

“How’s that?”

“I was something of a ‘troubled’ youth. Drama was supposed to help ‘ground’ me.”

“Did it?”

He scratches his temple and then shrugs. “I guess it did. I’m here now. And I like becoming different people. It’s an escape sometimes.” I’m still trying to decipher what he means by that cryptic statement and if it’s a good thing or a bad thing when he asks, “What about you? Have you always wanted to be an actress?”

“Yes. And an artist. And a writer. And a nurse. And a doctor. I have many aspirations.”

“Multi-talented, I see.”

“More like multiple interests. I didn’t say I was good at all of them. I’ve just had a hard time nailing down what I want to do.”

“And have you nailed it down now?”

“I hope so. I nearly emptied my bank account to get here.”

“Same. Way to live up to that starving artist trope, huh? I’d probably be living in a cardboard box if it wasn’t for Kate and her family.”

The affectionate reverence in his tone is impossible to miss. “Kate? Who is Kate?”

He pulls out his phone and does a quick scroll through the electronic contents before passing the device across the table to me. Splashed across the screen is a picture of a pretty blond girl with a glowing smile and kind eyes. The lack of facial resemblance causes me to suspect the girl in the photo isn’t a relative. My heart settles into the pit of my stomach when he confirms that suspicion a split second later.

“This is Kate Leland,” he says with a proud, soft smile, “My fiancée.”
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The acrid aroma of burning tobacco combined with the damp chill of night air hits me in the face as soon as I exit my hotel room. It’s four a.m. Artificial light from the overhang above streams down harshly, illuminating Julien Caffrey where he loiters on the sidewalk just outside his own room. He is already smoking. In the parking spot adjacent to where he stands, the white van that will transport us to the studio for our first day of filming idles. My breath hitches as I make my approach.

Noting the butts of several discarded cigarettes littered around his feet, I file away the observation as reason number 111 why this weird crush I’m developing on Julien Caffrey must die. As if it’s not enough that he’s distracting and capricious, he also chain-smokes. Delightful. And while that vice is definitely a turn-off, it is his romantic unavailability that is the biggest issue.

He spent nearly twenty minutes the night before regaling me with his fiancée’s most winning attributes. His enthusiasm and devotion when he spoke about her was palpable. According to Julien, Katherine Leland had been one of the few people in his troubled existence to stick by his side through good times and bad. Their relationship sounded like the stuff marriage vows and forever were made of, which was likely the reason he’d asked her to marry him in the first place.

So, that was the end of it. He is off limits. Truthfully, he has never been within the limits because starting a romantic entanglement with a co-star is probably the stupidest thing an aspiring actor could do. I recognized that truth early on and was already staunchly against dipping my toe in that disaster from the start anyway. But the fact that he’s practically married? That makes him untouchable.

After a restless night of trying to talk myself out of all the reasons I have for being drawn to him, I felt pretty confident that I had done a fairly decent job of reestablishing good ol’ fashioned sense and rationale until I spotted him standing there. He’s so full of nonchalance and is completely unaware of how off-balance he’s thrown me. Even the sight of him pulling a long drag from his cigarette isn’t enough to quell the reflexive flutter that unfurls in the pit of my stomach at the mere sight of him. I mask that response to him behind a deep frown, which he instantly misreads as disapproval.

As I close the distance between us, he puts out the cigarette on the sole of his shoe and offers me a sheepish smile. “Sorry. Nervous energy. I need to do something with my hands.”

“Stress balls and fidget spinners do exist,” I reply dryly before cutting in front of him to climb into the waiting van.

I know I’m not being fair to him. It’s not like he led me on or anything. He was simply being friendly. I’m the one who got caught up just because he has a smile that could light up the night sky. I was the one who started reading more into his behavior than he intended. It’s not his fault that I let myself become so attracted to him. It’s mine. 

The whole reason I’m feeling so foolish and embarrassed is because I forgot my sole objective for being here. It’s not to fall in love. It isn’t to make friends. It’s not to take in all the sights L.A. has to offer. 

The reason I’m here, the reason I need to remember above all else, is to establish my career as an actress. As long as I keep focused on that, everything will be fine. But then I watch him stoop down and diligently collect all his discarded butts before pitching them in the trash, and I experience a small burst of admiration for him over his conscientiousness that kicks up the butterflies all over again.

There is something about his self-awareness that is commendable and sweet. Perhaps because his personality is so inconsistent with his outward appearance. With his good looks, it wouldn’t be surprising if Julien expected the world to cater to him. Most would readily make allowances for him because he’s attractive. But he doesn’t take advantage of that. 

He climbs into the van a minute later and snaps into his seatbelt. I salute him with a dual thumbs up. “Good job not being a litter bug.”

“You really hate it, huh?” 

“Hate what?”

“The smoking. I won’t do it around you if it’s a problem.”

“It’s a health hazard.”

An impatient snort follows my tart admonishment as the van rumbles into motion. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Lung cancer, blah, blah... I’ve heard it all before. You can save the lecture.”

“Actually, smoking doesn’t only put you at risk for lung cancer,” I inform him rather haughtily, “Did you know that smoking also narrows your blood vessels and that can increase your risk for heart failure, stroke, and kidney failure? Not to mention the number it does on your skin and teeth! If you want to age ten times faster than normal, be my guest!”

He blinks at me in dumbfounded silence, as if he is trying to decide whether he should be offended by my tirade or amused. He must decide on the latter because a startled smile begins to slowly creep across his face. “You really did a deep dive into this RN role, didn’t you?” he teases me.

I groan inwardly, considering for the first time how ridiculous I must sound to him. Of course, he would assume that I’ve learned these things as preparation for my part and likely thinks I’ve gone overboard. He probably thinks I’m an obsessive nut, which could possibly work in my favor given that I’m trying to actively kill my attraction to him, but... As much as I hate to admit it, even if it’s only to myself, his opinion matters. I don’t want him to have a negative impression of me.

“It’s not research,” I confess self-consciously, “My father is a trauma surgeon, and my mother is an emergency nurse.”

“So that explains the aspiration to be a doctor or a nurse then.”

“Yeah.”

“So, why didn’t you?”

“Why didn’t I what?”

“Become a doctor or a nurse,” he clarifies, “You seem pretty passionate about health.”

“I am pretty passionate about it. But I’m more passionate about this.”

He surveys me for a long moment, and I get the vague impression that he’s trying to figure me out, as if what he assumed about me has been all wrong. I can empathize. I’ve been thrown for a similar loop with him. Finally, he settles back into his seat with a soft snort of laughter that sounds almost cynical.

“I guess you can afford to be a ‘starving artist’ then,” he says, “Your family’s rich.”

The careless reflection causes me to stiffen in my seat. “Excuse me?”

“You’re privileged.” I sputter again, but this time with rising indignation. “It’s not an accusation,” he adds in response, “just an observation.”

The strange irony of this abrupt turn in our dialogue is not lost upon me, and part of me wonders if he’s doing it to deliberately get under my skin. Why else would a heterosexual, white male be lecturing me, a young, black woman, on privilege? Most especially, why would he lay down the unspoken implication that I had it...and he didn’t? He must know that he’s hit a nerve too, because he cuts a challenging glance over at me in response to my narrowed glare.

“Did I piss you off?”

“No. It was just a stupid thing to say.”

“I don’t think it was. I’m going to tell you something that no one else will, and you’re probably going to get mad about it. But it’s true. Privilege isn’t about race. It’s about power and wealth. It always has been. Whoever has the power and the money, has the privilege.” 

My stony rage must be evident despite my best efforts to keep my features passive because he adds, “Don’t look at me like that. The truth is, you have more in common with my character than I do. You have a similar background to his. Where I come from, you’d have to travel 30 miles from your home just to see a doctor who specializes in anything, let alone have access to mental health resources! So, like I said before,” he concludes triumphantly, “you’re privileged.”

Now I know for sure that I’m being baited. This is the primary reason I hate being drawn into these types of conversations. It becomes a circular argument and neither side seems to understand the other person’s viewpoint. I know this, and yet I still find myself responding to his charge. 

“Oh, please! You don’t get to be downtrodden about anything! This country was built to benefit white males, tailor made for your success.”

“Ah yes. Rich, white males,” he counters, “That’s not me. Therefore, I don’t benefit from these so-called societal perks...not as much as you do.”

Now he is touching a nerve. I clench my teeth so hard I’m surprised they don’t disintegrate into dust. “How about we agree to disagree?”

“I’m trying to have an honest conversation here.”

“No. You’re trying to imply that I didn’t work hard to get here, and that I somehow have it better than you,” I snap back, “and I don’t appreciate it!”

“Isn’t that the same thing you think about me?” he asks quietly, “Why is that okay?”

My stinging retort becomes strangled in my throat as soon as he asks the question. His argument has some validity. I’ve been making assumptions about him since the moment we met. The same way he’s making assumptions about me now. It’s not acceptable in either circumstance. Perhaps we’re both guilty of relating to one another based on stereotypes and faulty expectations rather than simply seeing one another as people. I concede his argument with a self-effacing eyeroll.

“It’s not okay,” I grumble finally, “Not for either of us.”

“Agreed. I apologize for making a wrong assumption about you.”

Once again, his apology doesn’t strike me as pretentious, but earnest. It’s not difficult for me to believe that his goal wasn’t to offend, but to have “an honest conversation” just as he claimed. He wants to know the person who will be his screen partner for the next two months. That seems like a perfectly reasonable expectation to me.

The last of my irritation with him fizzles out and I ask, “Do you think we can start over?”

“I’d like that. I’m not a bad guy when you get to know me.”

“If you say so.”

“I do,” he replies with a growing smile. “You’re gonna love me.”

God help me, I hope not! I know he’s being facetious, but the potential would be disastrous. I cover my discomfiture with a tight smile. “Yeah, whatever...”

In the trailing silence, I lean back in my seat and close my eyes. We have roughly twenty minutes before we reach the studio. I’m hoping that we can continue the remainder of the ride in silence. It’s not that Julien is getting on my nerves, because he is, but the reason for my agitation is not the one I was anticipating. 

Julien Caffrey is far more than a charming, pretty face. While he seems so unserious about most subjects, I’m shocked to learn that he’s enlightened too. I never expected him to be so philosophical and forthright, so willing to dive into uncomfortable conversations or call out hypocrisy where he sees it. 

In my experience, people usually fall into two camps when it comes to social injustice. They either politely avoid the subject or they’re belligerent. Julien Caffrey doesn’t fit into either mold. He is his own entity. He’s unwilling to shy away from controversial topics nor is he hesitant to speak his mind, but he’s also not an aggressive jerk about it. Like most people, he wants his point of view to be heard. He’s also open to listening to opposing viewpoints. The more time I spend in his company, the more intrigued I become.

“Hey, Grandberry? Are you sleeping?”

I crack open one eye and survey him with a sour expression. “What do you think? It’s barely five o’clock!”

“Not a morning person, huh?”

“This isn’t morning. Morning implies the presence of sun.” I gesture towards the window and the twinkling city lights of a darkened L.A. beyond, “Do you see the sun out there, sir?” He emits a small grunt of laughter under his breath. When I look back at him, he’s grinning at me. “What are you smiling about?”

“Nothing. Just wondering if you’ve always been this dramatic.”

“Have you always talked so much?” I counter irritably.

His grin only widens, and I hate it. I hate it so much because all I want to do is grin back at him. God, why must he be so beautiful?

“I can’t ride in silence,” he explains, “Drives me crazy.”

“You’re kidding.” 

I’m surprised by his admission. The men in my life are not talkers at all. I’ve gone on extended car rides with my father and brother, and both of them could easily make the trip without exchanging a single word between them. Most often, the burden for carrying the conversation falls to me and my mom. I assumed Julien would be the same, especially at four o’clock in the morning. But as I survey his bright-eyed expression, I know I assumed wrong.

“I want to get to know you better,” he says, confirming my earlier suspicion. “Tell me why you decided to audition for this part. Was it your way of becoming a nurse without actually becoming a nurse?”

“Not really. I was intrigued by the story, specifically how the script handles Adam’s mental illness.”

“How do you mean?”

“He’s more than his schizophrenia. He’s portrayed as an entire person. His illness isn’t his defining characteristic. Instead, it’s presented as a challenge he has to overcome.”

“But he doesn’t overcome it,” Julien points out, “He kills himself in the end.”

“Yeah...”

“Don’t you think that’s clichéd?” he wonders, “Wouldn’t a better ending be for him to overcome, spend the rest of his life with the woman he loves?”

“That’s a romanticized ending,” I reply, “It doesn’t always happen like that. People struggling with mental illness don’t always overcome, and their partners don’t always stay.”

“The script is already full of stereotypes. What’s one more?” When I squint at him for clarification, he provides it. “Ailing man falls in love with his caregiver? Typical Florence Nightingale effect. It’s a common trope.”

“Yes, but the script subverts the same ‘love conquers all’ theme that defines other stories. This feels more real, don’t you think?”

“I guess if you don’t consider the same old, tired ‘poor minority from a broken home meets rich, privileged white person’ theme, then I guess the storyline could be groundbreaking.”

“That really bugs you, doesn’t it?” I ask with some surprise, “Why?”

“Because the story is never flipped,” he says, “Just look at you and me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m Aubrey and you’re Adam,” he clarifies, “I didn’t grow up with money. My dad left when I was six. My mom drank. I can remember days when school lunch was the only meal that I had to eat the whole day. This ‘privileged’ white life everyone talks about...it wasn’t mine.”

I’m not sure how to respond to this disclosure, or if there even is an appropriate response. He has a point. What he’s describing is nothing remotely close to my upbringing. I grew up in a middle-class neighborhood with two stable and loving parents who met my every need. Up until the moment I decided to switch majors, my parents paid for all of my schooling.

I’ve never gone hungry, never been evicted from my home, never feared for my safety. Even my pursuit of acting hasn’t left me without some sense of a safety net because I have no doubts if I fail, my parents will be there to catch me. I can’t imagine how it must feel to live your entire life without that sort of security.

“I’m sorry,” I say finally because I don’t know what else to say.

“Don’t pity me.”

His eyes glitter with rebellious fire at me in the dim interior of the van and, for the first time, I sense the jaded cynicism beneath his affable exterior. This is yet another layer to Julien “the philosopher” and Julien “the theater nerd” that I did not anticipate, something fascinating and scary at the same time. I’m compelled by the desire to know him better too. But I also can’t shake this gut premonition of looming disaster. Something about this man makes me suspect that he has the potential to turn my whole world upside down.

The thought leaves me so shaken that I sound aggravated when I ask, “Then why did you tell me all of that? Why did you audition for the part?”

“So that you get it,” he says solemnly, “I’m not playing something I know.”

“Neither am I,” I reply with equal solemnity.

He transforms again before my eyes. The sullen anger darkening his features abruptly melts away as if it had never been there at all. His smile reemerges, easy, friendly, and open. “Alright then,” he says, “We’re in the same boat. You’re going to be stepping outside of your comfort zone too.”

Yeah, I am. And for more reasons than he could possibly imagine.
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After one week of filming, my social life becomes nonexistent. Not that my lack of social life hasn’t been a pervasive theme since I graduated from college and ended things with Devin in a laughably amicable breakup. Now, my world consists of this movie and the people involved in making it and nothing else.

I’m not unfamiliar with 10-to-12-hour workdays, but I had never in my life been subjected to a seven-day work week. There is very little down time to do anything outside of filmmaking. I work. I eat. I sleep. Then I get up the next morning to do it all over again.

It’s been a grueling schedule thus far. On that first day, I didn’t truly absorb the weight of this new reality. Everything was too surreal, too new. The endless rows of equipment and cameras. The numerous people flooding in and around the carefully constructed sets. I greedily drank it all in. I was in this heady place of relishing the excitement of being on an actual movie set, of knowing that my performance would be immortalized on film for a lifetime. 

The pace is starting to catch up with me now. In order to push through, I constantly remind myself that this is the first step in defining my career as an actress. Besides, I’ve been able to carve out some downtime too. There are frequent enough breaks between scenes to afford me the time to read, scroll on my phone and chat with my co-stars. 

My scenes are primarily with Julien and another actress, Kathleen Blanchard, who portrays his mother. She is well known and respected within the indie film circles and also the main reason for any media interest at all in this small, independent film featuring two very green, very unknown young actors. It has been a privilege and honor to be mentored by her.

Julien and I are both like sponges, ready to soak up whatever advice she dispenses because neither of us has done anything like this. The work we’ve had in the past doesn’t compare. We’re like newborns becoming acquainted with an intriguing, but strange, demanding, and overwhelming new environment together. It’s been easy to grow closer under those circumstances.

My crush on him persists, but it’s settled gradually into a place of admiration and respect rather than primal attraction. And, while that sounds like an improvement, it really isn’t. If my interest in him had remained purely superficial, I might have had an easier time dismissing my attachment. Or, at least, I wouldn’t have been concerned about my feelings deepening. He would be just another pretty face, and those were easy enough to get over. But I am drawn to him in countless ways, and his appearance happens to be the least of those reasons.
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