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For Stately, who was always there in spirit.

And for Paulo, who arrived just in time.





 When they say you’re a faggot, that’s when you know you’re a star.

JACK NICHOLSON

All actors are liars. I’ve never met one that wasn’t.

TRUMAN CAPOTE





PART ONE

Billy



CHAPTER ONE



Billy came to Los Angeles looking for love but soon found other ways to pass the time. That was the thing about LA – you had to be willing to make some adjustments. Learning to live with the smog and the daily gridlocks was the easy part. The key to keeping heart and soul together was knowing when to lower your sights a little.

Of course not everyone was as flexible as Billy. Each week he watched the new arrivals come pouring into the bars and restaurants around West Hollywood and Melrose. The faces changed, but the expressions were always the same – fixed grins and eyes that could work a room in seconds, desperate for that first big break, hungry for fame, quietly convinced that, somehow, it would all fall neatly into place. Soon they would wind up waiting tables, or join the swarms of ageing wannabes who hovered around industry types at Morton’s or The Ivy – skins thickened by years of rejection, hands brandishing personalised business cards proclaiming themselves models, or actors, or whatever it was they still dreamed of becoming one day, however remote their chances. It was a running joke in LA that anyone over the age of thirty with a business card but no health insurance could be dismissed as a ‘model/actor/whatever’. ‘Maws’, the locals called them, and to Billy’s mind there were few things more pitiful than a maw with the determination to succeed but neither the looks nor the talent to back it up. Angelenos could forgive many things, but failure wasn’t one of them.

So compared to some, Billy’s dreams were pretty modest. While others came to LA seeking fame and fortune, all he’d ever really wanted was to fall madly in love, the way people did in the movies. He’d been waiting for that innocent, timeless rush of love all his life, but so far it seemed to have eluded him. He’d had devastating crushes. He’d fallen asleep in a stranger’s arms, quietly wondering if this was The One, before waking up in the cold light of day to discover that no, actually, it wasn’t. But he’d never been in love. Not really. Not on that grand scale where emotions run riot and movie clichés are made flesh. He’d never known love at first sight, or lost his heart across a crowded room. He’d never experienced that swooning sensation often indicated by a camera circling two lovers locked in an embrace and a sudden stirring of strings. He’d never kissed someone and felt the world fall away. He’d never been the star of his own love story. And for all his bravado, there was a part of him that still held out a glimmer of hope that such things were possible – even for someone in his position.

Naturally this wasn’t something he shouted from the rooftops. In LA, it was customary for people to wear permanent expressions of perpetual boredom, and to speak in carefully measured tones of casual indifference hardly conducive to talk of love. And in the relentlessly hedonistic, reassuringly superficial West Hollywood world Billy inhabited, even the slightest suggestion of a romantic nature was generally frowned upon. Boys like him were expected to hide their true feelings behind a cocky grin, not mope around like lovesick puppies. But every so often his loneliness would get the better of him and his mask would slip, the way it had that first time he got wasted in Casey’s small apartment off Santa Monica Boulevard.

Casey came from Memphis (‘the same as Justin Timberlake’) and sometimes gave the impression that he’d just stepped off the Greyhound, slipping into a deep Southern drawl whenever a little extra colour was called for, or he felt he wasn’t getting enough attention. In reality, Casey had lived in LA for the best part of ten years – long enough to lose all but the faintest trace of his accent, and to develop a keen understanding of local mating rituals. Like many Angelenos, Casey operated a strict turnstile policy on relationships. He dated plenty of people, but he never hung around long enough to risk discovering anything remotely lovable about any of them.

‘If it’s love you’re after, you’ve definitely come to the wrong place,’ he said sagely, passing Billy the joint and shaking his head. ‘People here don’t have time for all that romance and shit. That stuff’s just for the movies. Sorry to disappoint you, Billy boy, but you’ve about as much chance of finding love in this town as you have of running into ET.’

But Billy wasn’t stupid. He knew life wasn’t like in the movies. In fact, he was counting on it. In the movies, people who fell in love tended to be beautiful and thin and straight. Billy was aware that many people considered him beautiful. A born looker with hair as blond as the beaches at Santa Monica and eyes as blue as the desert skies, he had that rare, unblemished beauty that inspired the work of certain male fashion photographers, and drove some of the city’s most gifted cosmetic surgeons to despair, weeping behind the windshields of their SUVs at the futility of their profession. And despite a high-carb, low-fibre diet no self-respecting movie star would consider unless they were bulking up for a role, Billy had never been in any real danger of getting fat. But straight? Well, that was a different story – and one that rarely made it on to the big screen, at least not in a way he recognised. In the Gospel according to Hollywood, people like him didn’t meet and fall in love. They were too busy camping it up on the sidelines, or being hunted down as serial killers, or dying of AIDS. Love was strictly for the straight folks.

Despite all this, Billy loved the movies with a passion even staff at The Hollywood Reporter sometimes found it hard to muster. It didn’t really matter what kind of movie it was. High concept or low budget, big Hollywood blockbuster or small independent offering, dumb action thriller or classy romantic comedy, he greeted them all with the same level of enthusiasm, always ensuring that he arrived at the movie theatre in plenty of time for the previews and rarely leaving his seat until the final credits had rolled. Casey found Billy’s behaviour extremely odd. Try as he might, he couldn’t understand how someone could watch so many movies and not develop a fondness for one genre over all the rest. But since Casey’s favourite movies tended to be those filmed in the San Fernando Valley and commonly referred to as gay porn, he was hardly in a position to comment. And as Billy tried to explain to him, it was a bit like James Dean responding to the question of whether he was bisexual by saying he wasn’t willing to go through life with one hand tied behind his back. That was how Billy felt about the movies. When the lights went down, he didn’t care what kind of movie it was. Nothing could dampen his enthusiasm – not even the names Tom Hanks or Meg Ryan in the opening credits.

Such slavish devotion took some explaining, and Casey for one wasn’t convinced. ‘I still don’t get it,’ he said, puffing away on the joint. ‘I mean, I know I’m no movie buff. But Tom Hanks? You have got to be kidding me!’

So Billy finally opened up and revealed the true nature of his addiction, in terms he was certain his friend would understand. As he confessed to Casey that long night, going to the movies was a habit he developed around the time he first began to masturbate. Relieved of sexual tension but riddled with guilt, he would sneak out of the house while his parents were asleep and lose himself for a few hours in some late-night double bill at the local fleapit. Sometimes the manager would let him slip in for free, and Billy would feign innocence as the old man ushered him up to the projection booth, each of them knowing what the invitation meant but neither one willing to risk acknowledging it and facing the consequences. He must have watched over a hundred movies from up in that booth, until one day the old man finally wised up to the fact that he wasn’t getting anywhere and the invitations to free screenings dried up. Not that Billy really minded all that much. He may have saved himself a few dollars, but given the choice he would much sooner sit in the front row of the stalls, where everything looked far larger than life and his concentration wasn’t broken by the whirr of the projector or the unwanted attentions of a man even older than his father.

‘Not that there’s anything wrong with older men,’ Casey interjected. ‘Older men have been a great source of comfort to me over the years. But I hear what you’re saying.’

These days Billy went to the movies in much the same way that some people went to church – not quite religiously, and never really believing in everything he heard and saw, but always willing to suspend disbelief in the hope that, for the next few hours, all his problems would disappear. Once he even persuaded Casey to join him on a pilgrimage to the famous Mann’s Chinese Theater. They arrived to find the hallowed forecourt littered with gum and coachloads of tourists kneeling at the foot- and handprints of Hollywood’s great and good. One woman was busy fingering Marilyn’s signature while her boyfriend encouraged her to wiggle her fat ass at the camera. Nearby, a man was treading the remains of his hamburger into the small patch of concrete immortalised by Dean Martin. ‘Gross,’ Casey said with a look of horror, and for once Billy was forced to agree.

Persuading Casey to join him at the movies had proved even more difficult after that particular episode, but in all honesty Billy was just as happy to go alone. Many an afternoon had been whiled away at the Sunset 5, which was walking distance from his apartment and handy for the gym, and where the latest independent offerings attracted a quieter, more sophisticated audience than the popcorn-munching masses who flocked to the larger multiplexes. But more often than not he would climb into his red Volvo convertible and drive over to Westwood village, where many of the original movie palaces still towered above the modern sprawl of Starbucks and Urban Clothing Stores.

Driving along Wilshire with the wind in his hair, Billy would try to imagine what Westwood was like in the old days, before the multiplexes arrived and the premieres moved downtown. Grander and more lavish than the theatres in Hollywood, the Westwood movie palaces were reminders of a time when stars were regularly referred to as gods and goddesses, and studios were still in the business of selling dreams. Hollywood must have been magical back then, before the familiar tales of infidelity and drug addiction brought the dream into disrepute.

Arriving at the theatre, he would hand over his ten dollars and feel the familiar flutter in his chest. Nothing compared to the giddy excitement he felt at the movies. Sitting there in the dark, with that long funnel of smoky light stretching out over his head, he would lose himself in the intimate workings of other people’s lives, played out for him in revealing close-up. Sometimes he even pictured himself up there on the screen with Tom or Brad or Leo or Colin, only in Billy’s version of events the boys invariably cruised off into the sunset together, leaving their female co-stars crying into their pillows or ready to try their hands at lesbianism. But then the movie would end and the credits would roll and Billy would emerge blinking into the light, wondering if life was ever as good as the movies or if this was the best he could hope for. Moving to LA had provided him with far more opportunities than he would ever have found back home. The city was home to some of the most beautiful men in the world, many of whom were gay and up for a good time seven nights a week. But for all the parties and potential sexual partners, love was no easier to find in West Hollywood than it had been in northern Wisconsin.

Still, Billy was a survivor. He knew how to adapt. Billy wasn’t even his real name. His mother called him Jamie. His father had called him many things – pretty boy, sissy, faggot – until the booze and the bitterness finally got the better of him and he dropped dead of a heart attack at the ripe old age of forty-two. It wasn’t like in the movies. There was no big scene, no final dramatic flourish. He simply slumped to the floor one evening after dinner and quietly died. Jamie was seventeen at the time, and to say that he was moved by his father’s death would be putting it mildly. Emotions bubbled up inside him like molten lava and he ran upstairs to his room, terrified that he might explode. Seeing his mother numb with shock and visibly choking on her own grief only made matters worse. The truth was, he wasn’t the least bit sorry his father was dead. Any love he might have felt for that man had been knocked out of him years ago. Maybe now the hate would slowly fade away too, until one day he’d wake up and there’d be nothing left but cold indifference.

He didn’t attend the funeral. He pretended he was feeling sick that day. Then he waited until the house was empty, packed some clothes into a holdall and hitch-hiked his way to LA. The first car to pull over was a blue station wagon, driven by a man who looked a bit like Jack Nicholson and who assured Billy that he’d be glad of the company, ‘it bein’ such a long drive an’ all’. It didn’t take too long for old Jack to make his move, and for Billy to find himself dumped at the edge of the freeway, swearing that this was the last time he put his trust in someone simply because they happened to resemble a famous movie star. He waited a while before finally accepting a ride from a young college student who didn’t look the least bit like anyone even remotely famous, and who was driving all the way to LA to audition for a part in a new reality TV show, the details of which he was happy to bore Billy with for the best part of the journey. As they approached the city, the desert gave way to a landscape of neon signs, fast-food stops and anonymous motels offering clean sheets and cable TV for $50 a night. Billy knew they’d arrived when he saw a giant billboard that read: LA, where the people are fake. It’s the earthquakes, fires and riots that are real. At the time, he didn’t know if this was intended as a joke or not. What was more, he didn’t care. Whatever the city had to throw at him, it couldn’t be any worse than the mess he’d left behind.

Six years on, he still hadn’t been back home. There were too many bad memories tied up in that house, and very little to be gained from raking up the past now the old man was dead and buried. His mother had lived the best part of her life in blissful ignorance, and Billy didn’t want to be the one who brought reality crashing down around her. So he sent the occasional letter to let her know he was doing okay, sometimes with a few hundred dollars enclosed but always without a return address or telephone number lest she was tempted to write back or call to ask him why he never visited. He was grateful that his mother wasn’t the adventurous type. The chances of her tracking him down in a place like LA were pretty slim. Strange cities had always frightened her, almost as much as they had always excited him.

Of course much of the excitement he felt when he first arrived in LA had rubbed off by now, along with many of the vestiges of the person he used to be. People changed when they moved to a big city, though how much of this was caused by the city itself and how much was due to the baggage they brought with them he’d never really worked out. Certainly, most of the people he’d met during his time in LA seemed to be running away from something. Some tried to hide it by constantly moving forward, trying new things, seeking spiritual enlightenment through home furnishings or building a better future by investing in a bigger hot tub. Some insisted that this was simply a stopgap until something better came along. Some even claimed that they had just landed here by accident, and were too busy or too lazy to even think about moving on. But really it all amounted to the same thing. LA wasn’t a city of angels at all. It was a city of exiles, which made it the perfect hiding place for people determined to change.

The first thing he’d changed was his name. After that, the rest hadn’t seemed so difficult.



CHAPTER TWO





To: gary.koverman@foxstudios.com

From: lee.carson@leecarsonassociates.com

Subject: Matt Walsh




Gary, I know what game you’re playing and I’m telling you now the shit won’t work. If you want this movie you’re going to have to pay for it. And if you don’t, there are plenty of people who will. So do us both a favour and either piss or get off the pot. I’ll expect to hear from you by the end of the day.

Lee



The email was short, sharp and to the point – rather like the woman who’d written it. Lee Carson wasn’t known for her tact. But she was certainly known. Lee was one of a rare breed – one of a handful of high-powered Hollywood managers/agents/publicists who, though not nearly as famous as the clients they represented, were seen by many as celebrities in their own right.

Liz Rosenberg owed her share of the limelight to a certain ambitious blonde named Madonna. Pat Kingsley spent years basking in the glow of Tom Cruise’s megawatt grin. As for Lee, she represented the man People magazine had recently named ‘The Sexiest Man Alive’, the same man who’d just made the Vanity Fair Hollywood power list for the first time in his career. Almost two decades after he first strutted in front of the cameras, Matt Walsh was at the top of his game. Every inch a star (and a good four inches taller than Tom Cruise), Matt could finally command twenty million dollars a movie, and Lee could take her place at all the top tables in town, confident that her reputation not only preceded her but was guaranteed a good brown-nosing from the maître d’ at Morton’s.

How a woman of Lee’s limited abilities had managed to scale such dizzy heights was a matter of some dispute. Some put it down to good old-fashioned luck, a simple case of being in the right place at the right time. Others suggested that darker forces were at work. But what nobody could deny was that Lee Carson had made it on her own terms, with a single-mindedness second to none and a sense of her own importance that was awesome even by Hollywood standards. All the stars had their ‘people’ – armies of anonymous managers, agents, assistants and publicists who quietly kept things in order but whose influence was barely detectable and rarely acknowledged. Not Matt Walsh. For as long as anyone could remember, his affairs had all been handled by one person, an individual whose name was as familiar to the Hollywood rank and file as the star she represented, and whose influence was so palpable it was felt by everyone who crossed her path.

Sure, Lee had her underlings. Contrary to popular opinion, she was only human after all. There were only so many hours in the day, and with the best will in the world no amount of multi-tasking could meet the demands of such a demanding business.Tough as it was for her to admit, even she was forced to delegate every now and then. Still she made her presence felt. Every memo, every press release, every detail of every deal was personally approved by her on a daily basis. Nothing escaped her attention, and woe betide the employee who tried to win her approval by showing some initiative. People had been fired for less. The sign above the door of her office on Wilshire may have read Lee Carson Associates, but nobody in Hollywood would ever make the mistake of thinking that any of Lee’s associates had played even the smallest part in Matt’s success. The recognition she’d craved for years was finally hers. There wasn’t a single industry insider who didn’t know the name Lee Carson and wasn’t obliged to treat her with respect – at least to her face.

Lee knew only too well that people bitched behind her back. There was a saying in Hollywood – ‘It isn’t enough to succeed; in order to be truly happy you have to see someone else fail’ – and it was a long time since Lee had given anyone the satisfaction of seeing her fail. So a certain amount of backbiting was inevitable. Besides, she hadn’t got where she was today without making a few enemies along the way. When it came to bearing grudges, journalists were in a league of their own. Desperate to be seen as proper writers rather than the hired hacks they were, they resented Lee and everything she stood for – each precondition of every interview she granted a painful reminder that they were little more than an extension of the PR machine. They hit back at her the only way they knew how. Her name appeared in the gossip columns on a regular basis, and rarely was she portrayed as anything other than a hard-faced bitch.

Take today, for example. She’d only been at her desk for a little over an hour, and already she was making news. An item in this morning’s edition of the Star referred to her as ‘Matt Walsh’s personal Rottweiler’ and repeated the famous story of her once settling an argument by taking a bite out of a producer’s ear. Never mind that the story was ten years old and the producer was about to have his ears pinned back anyway. The way the Star reported it, anyone would think she made a habit out of this sort of thing.

Still, it was a reputation she was more than happy to live with. Although physically rather small, she was larger than life in every other respect. Five foot four in her spike heels, she was every inch her own woman. Nothing had been left to the vicissitudes of nature. Painfully underweight, with nails like talons and red hair so heavily lacquered it could withstand a minor earthquake, she was pushing fifty, looked ten years younger and wore the permanently incredulous expression of someone who was no stranger to Botox and was widely rumoured to be on her second, if not third, facelift. She was like a painting by Picasso – all sharp angles and improbable dimensions. It wasn’t a look that suited everyone, but for her it worked very well. She could turn on the charm at a moment’s notice, but preferred to remain prickly and impenetrable whenever possible. She may have possessed her fair share of feminine wiles, but softness and curves had never been part of the package.

When it came to her wardrobe, the look was very Jackie Collins, but without the obvious sex appeal. Like Jackie, she had passion for animal prints, although in Lee’s case they were worn purely as battle dress, with none of the sexual overtones commonly associated with the first lady of trash fiction. Today she’d opted for a leopard-print jacket with black pants and snakeskin ankle boots. On anyone else this might have signalled an air of availability. On her the overall effect wasn’t so much seductive as savage. Indeed, there were people in Hollywood who swore blind that she skinned the animals herself, with her bare hands, each morning on her way to the office. Where she was supposed to track down such creatures amid the urban sprawl and busy freeways Lee had never been able to work out. LA had more than its fair share of exotic occupants, many of whom had crossed continents to get here, but they tended to be of the human variety. Tales of tigers and zebras roaming the streets of Beverly Hills did seem a little farfetched – even for Hollywood.

Not that she was particularly bothered by people suggesting she was capable of such savagery. She had never cared much for being liked anyway, and in her line of work it was far better to be feared than have people think they could walk all over you. This wasn’t a popularity contest, it was business. And Hollywood was a tough town. People were expendable here. Faces came and went. Friendships were forged over breakfast, consolidated over lunch and forgotten about by dinner. In such a fast-track, unforgiving world, the only survivors were those who had the foresight to put themselves and their careers first. Not that you’d think it to hear the way some of them talked. The industry was full of people willing to make out that their jobs weren’t that important, especially in the current climate. ‘We’re only making movies,’ they’d say. ‘We’re not curing cancer.’ And there they were, hunched over their desks by 7.30 every morning, poring over the day’s editions of Variety and The Hollywood Reporter, timing their calls, discussing projects, plotting their next move. Hypocrites, every last one of them.

Whatever else people said about her, nobody could accuse Lee of false modesty. She may have been described by one gossip columnist as having more faces than a town clock, but her dedication to the job was legendary. She worked every hour God sent, rarely took a holiday and had never taken a day’s sick leave in her life. Her personal life was practically nonexistent. She lived alone. She had never married, rarely dated and harboured no regrets about never having had children. What little maternal instinct she did possess she reserved for her client, although it was clear to anyone that it was maternal instinct of the most primitive kind – more Aliens than Stepmom. Nurture wasn’t part of her nature, and she made very little attempt to disguise the fact. Once, purely to antagonise some studio exec who was making that tired old comparison between making movies and curing cancer, she interrupted him to say that she had recently bought herself a dog. ‘Really?’ the exec asked, startled. ‘What breed?’ ‘A chihuahua,’ she replied. ‘Odd little thing. Looks as if half his fur is missing. I call him Chemo.’

That little gem had made it into the gossip columns, of course. She laughed out loud when she read it. And when it was suggested by another columnist that the reason Lee Carson never got sick was that even viruses were afraid of her, she laughed that off too. Because it didn’t really matter what people wrote about her. All that mattered was what they said about Matt Walsh. In a world where any piece of trailer trash could claw their way into the tabloids, or achieve cheap-grade semi-celebrity status on the back of a reality TV show or a bust-up on Jerry Springer, stars of Matt’s calibre were few and far between. At a time when most Hollywood ‘stars’ possessed all the charisma of black holes, and studios squandered vast sums promoting the pumped-up heroics of Vin Diesel or the pretty-boy posturing of Brad Pitt, Matt was one of the few movie stars truly worth his salary. Matt Walsh didn’t just pose for the camera. He teased it, flirted with it, seduced it, willed it to love him with a combination of plucky arrogance and heart-stopping vulnerability that great swatches of the movie-going masses found virtually impossible to resist. Whether their devotion was undying, or was destined to fade as he faced his forties, nobody in Hollywood could say for certain. But in a town where few people could see beyond the opening weekend grosses, there was one thing everyone was agreed on – Matt Walsh sold a lot of popcorn.

Of course he had his detractors. The kinder of his critics said he was cursed with a talent for making everything look too easy, as though he were always simply playing himself. Others suggested that this was the only role he was capable of playing, given his obvious limits as an actor. One recent review opened by saying: ‘Beauty brings many privileges, but do they have to include Matt Walsh’s bad acting in this movie? He smirks when he means to be suave and mugs at the camera when he means to be charming. Not since Richard Gere admired himself in American Gigolo have we seen a man so in love with his own image.’

Lee grimaced as she recalled it, then reminded herself that the author of that particular review was known neither for his looks nor for his talents as an actor. Besides, critics who compared Matt’s shameless displays of male narcissism to the pumped-up posturings of a glorified male hustler were only showing their ignorance. It was like those critics who accused the Oscars of having turned into nothing but a crass commercial platform for promoting movies. Where was their sense of history? The Oscars had always been a crass commercial platform for promoting movies. Similarly, there had always been male movie icons who were accused of putting the ‘Ho’ into Hollywood, long before Matt Walsh came along. Some of the greatest male screen icons of all time had suffered similar taunts, from Valentino onwards, and their legends would live on long after these third-rate hacks had pissed away their pension plans in some Florida nursing home.

Nobody would ever claim that Matt was the greatest actor of his generation. But as Lee always told him, that was merely an epithet invented to console those bright young things who weren’t blessed with matinée-idol looks. Plenty of people could pass themselves off as actors. Very few had what it took to be a star, least of all these days. Critics would do well to remember that, the next time they complained about Matt’s decision to turn down an interview, or Lee’s strong-arm tactics with the world’s media. Stars like Matt Walsh were a dying breed, and as such they deserved the same level of protection as any other endangered species. People could bitch and complain all they liked, but without the likes of Lee Carson there to protect them, there was a distinct possibility that stars like Matt Walsh would be wiped out completely.

The way things stood, Matt’s future had never looked brighter. An item in this morning’s edition of The Hollywood Reporter even went so far as to suggest that maybe the critical tide was turning, and that having stayed the distance, it was high time Matt Walsh was recognised for his services to the motion picture industry. Much to Lee’s amusement, the article even had a quote from Jack Nicholson, who defined success by saying: ‘The whole thing is to keep on working, and pretty soon they’ll think you’re good.’ The only question was, how good did they think Matt was? As good as Nicholson? Good enough for a Golden Globe? Or was there some greater honour in mind? The author of the article didn’t speculate as to what shape the recognition might take, but was it really too much to hope for an Oscar? God knows the Academy had made some surprising decisions over the years. They gave an Oscar to Julia Roberts. Why not Matt Walsh?

Lee pictured Matt up on stage at the Kodak Theatre, delivering his acceptance speech. Then she wiped the thought from her mind. Ultimately, it didn’t really matter whether Matt was nominated for an Oscar or not. Likewise, it didn’t really matter what the critics thought. All that mattered was the size of his paycheque, and in that respect Matt had very little left to prove. This next deal with Fox could net him a cool twenty million – more if she got her way and they factored in a share of the proceeds. Oscar or no Oscar, Matt Walsh was now one of the highest earners in Hollywood. Finally it looked as if all those years of dedication and hard work had paid off.

Granted, there had always been a certain amount of talent involved too – his as well as hers. And in an industry where good looks mattered far more than good works, a face like Matt’s never did either of them any harm. Tall, dark and ridiculously handsome, Matt Walsh had that vital X factor that made women go weak at the knees and had the money men who ran Hollywood seeing dollar signs. But there were plenty of other actors out there who were every bit as photogenic as Matt, and whose careers were over almost as soon as they’d begun. Even that much-hyped ‘big break’ was no guarantee of longevity. It wasn’t so long ago that Chris O’Donnell was tipped to be the Next Big Thing, and who could remember the last movie he made? No, it took a lot more than talent, looks and timing to make a star. It took good management.

Talent was rare enough these days. But the talent to handle talent? That was rarer still. Matt had been one of the lucky ones. When his big break came, Lee was poised and waiting, eager to put all those years of experience to good use and determined that, this time, she and her bright new hope would be rising all the way to the top. It was the late 1980s. The bulk of the so-called ‘brat pack’ had seen their careers fade along with their youth, and the few surviving members were busy spilling their guts to anyone who’d listen. Previously consigned to a series of underwritten, instantly forgettable supporting roles in movies starring Molly Ringwald in pink or Rob Lowe in a jockstrap, it was fair to say that Matt had never made that much of an impression. But now suddenly here he was in a starring role of his own, playing a cocky young baseball player who embarks on an illicit affair with the mother of one of his teammates while getting his ass whipped on the field and in the locker room. The critics hated Third Base, but audiences loved it – so much so that the movie made a significant profit in its first week and Matt made the transition from supporting player to leading man. The image of him bruised and bloodied in his baseball shirt and tight white briefs went on to become part of the iconography of the age.

Lee had several other clients on her books the day she signed Matt Walsh. Some she’d known for as long as she’d been in the business. But as his career took off she let them go one by one. It wasn’t a decision she took lightly, but she’d been around long enough to know that this was it, her once-in-a-lifetime, twenty-four-carat golden opportunity. She couldn’t afford to be sentimental. If she wanted to get ahead, she would have to trim a little fat. It was that simple. So she dropped the sweet, dumb blonde who had just invested in her starter set of breast implants, but who was still too kooky-looking to ever be considered as anything more than a character actress. She dropped the ageing action hero whose ass had sunk lower than his popularity rating, and who could barely afford a buttock lift since his last three movies had gone straight to video. She dropped the former model who limited her calorie intake by swallowing cotton wool and tried to advance her career by offering blowjobs to casting agents willing to consider her for walk-ons. She dropped every remotely promising, moderately successful minor league player she had on her books, and she staked everything on her rising star, her golden boy, her Matt.

And she hadn’t regretted it for a moment. With Lee there to guide him, Matt had made all the right moves, baring body and soul in a string of teen romances guaranteed to satisfy his female fanbase, then demonstrating his versatility and widening his appeal by playing a psychopathic killer in one of the first thrillers to tap into the theme of yuppies in peril. A Killing on Wall Street had marked a turning point in many respects. Widely acknowledged as Matt’s first grown-up role, it also gave him the chance to show that his charms weren’t limited to playing good guys. Displaying a hitherto unseen flair for black comedy, Matt’s knowing portrayal of a disaffected college kid who discovers a hidden talent for carving up stockbrokers earned him a Golden Globe nomination and the best critical notices of his career.

Since then he’d shown his sensitive side in a series of domestic dramas, playing the troubled sons of fathers who never learned to say ‘I love you’. Movies about men loving men were especially popular in ’90s Hollywood, Lee recalled with a shudder. The only proviso, of course, was that it was the kind of man-on-man love that went down equally well in Middle America. Father–son romances were the buddy movies of their day – sensitive, masculine and definitely not gay.

More recently, and in keeping with the demand for simpler stories populated by breathtaking physical specimens, Matt had beefed up for a number of action movies. The settings changed, but the plots were basically the same. In each movie Matt was pushed to the limits of human endurance, stripped of his dignity and the bulk of his wardrobe before coming out fighting in a torn tank-top. He voiced some doubts at first, but as Lee impressed upon him time and time again, there was a price to pay for being as good-looking as Matt Walsh, and movies like Fire Hazard and Whiplash were designed to give audiences exactly what they wanted to see – their handsome hero roughed up and suffering for their entertainment. The proof was in the box office, and with grosses in excess of a hundred million dollars a movie, nobody could argue that Matt’s suffering had been entirely in vain.

None of this had been left to chance. Every step of Matt’s career had been planned and executed with military precision. Each role had been carefully weighed up in terms of the financial rewards it offered and the potential it had for satisfying his growing army of fans or backfiring horribly and tarnishing his carefully cultivated public image. Each interview he gave had been stage-managed for months in advance, the interviewers hand-picked, contracts drawn up and copy approval sought. Inevitably, this had led to Matt developing a reputation as something of a control freak, but anyone with an eye on the business knew that the calls for total control came from a higher power. Lee had a hand in every aspect of Matt’s life, professional and personal. It was she who decided which roles he should accept, she who negotiated the cost of his services to the studios, she who suggested which starlet he should escort to the latest premiere, she who briefed him on what to say during interviews.

Industry insiders joked that she even wiped his ass when necessary, but who cared what they thought? The public loved him, and in this business that was really all that mattered. It may have taken her a little longer than she’d hoped, but Lee could congratulate herself on a job well done. Her golden boy was the brightest star in Hollywood. And Lee would do everything in her power to ensure that nothing came between Matt Walsh and his fabulous career.



CHAPTER THREE



If someone had told Billy that today his life would change as dramatically as the latest Jerry Bruckheimer blockbuster after a particularly bad audience test screening, he would have smiled politely and told them to spare him the bullshit. Any number of people had promised him all sorts of things over the years, usually in return for some sexual favour or another. ‘Sure, I can help find you a better job. Sure, I can set you up in a better apartment. Sure, I can take care of you and love you and see to it that you’ll never be lonely again. Now turn over.’ Each time Billy had kept his end of the bargain, and each time he’d felt well and truly shafted when his new-found benefactor failed to follow through. So he could be forgiven if, these days, he was wary of anyone who expressed a sudden interest in his welfare, or promised him that a brighter future was waiting just around the corner.

Besides, there was nothing to suggest that today would be remotely different to any other long, hot, manic Monday in LA. He’d spent the best part of the morning working out with Casey at the Crunch gym on Sunset. A popular meeting place for West Hollywood’s gay party boys, Crunch was generally far too busy and way too gay for Billy’s liking. However, it did boast a stunning view of the Hollywood Hills, otherwise known as ‘the Swish Alps’. As inspirational a vision as Cher at sixty or Brad Pitt with his shirt off, this window into a world of international fame and outrageous fortune rarely failed to get the juices flowing, provoking endless speculation about the lives lived in them there hills, and steering the conversation away from the familiar discussions of last night’s trade or the next big circuit party. In fact, so intoxicating was the view and so great the thirst for gossip that it was a wonder anyone found time to perform much in the way of exercise. This probably explained why Crunch was the only gym in West Hollywood where male club members spent more time studying the view from the window than they did sizing up the talent in the steam room. Sex was never far from anyone’s mind, but when a gym was this popular and this well appointed, it went without saying that certain codes of conduct should be observed.
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