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Dear Reader,


Stars in Your Eyes is a deeply personal story that explores trauma’s effects on relationships. While there is ultimately healing, hope, joy, and love, there is also content that might trigger some readers, including: mentions of past childhood sexual abuse, sexual assault, bullying and harassment online, suicidal thoughts, homophobia and biphobia, parental rejection and verbal abuse, and mentions of potential overdose.


Especially when exploring painful topics, I understand that it can sometimes feel invalidating when a portrayal of trauma does not reflect our own. While many of these experiences are personal, I want to acknowledge that not everyone’s response to trauma is the same. Please, take care of yourself while reading.


With love, 
Kacen









Deadline Exclusive:


 


[Two photos, side by side: twenty-three-year-old Matthew Cole with freckled brown skin, curly brown hair, and dark brown eyes, wearing a pink graphic t-shirt and a cheerful grin; twenty-four-year-old Logan Gray with lighter brown skin, straight-wavy black hair, and dark brown eyes lined by long eyelashes, wearing all black and a bored scowl.]


Matthew Cole has joined the cast of the much-anticipated film Write Anything (a pun on the 1989 film Say Anything), based on the New York Times bestselling romance novel by Cordelia Cameron about two male authors who are forced to work together and inevitably fall in love. Logan Gray has already been cast in the lead as Quinn Evans; Matthew Cole will play opposite as Riley Mason. The film is slated to be released early next year.





Video begins:


YouTube personality star Shaina Lively sits in front of bright yellow lights; in the background is an office, wall plastered with posters for various rom-com films. Shaina leans into the camera and begins to speak with a Southern accent:


“Hey, y’all! I know you’re just as excited as I am to hear the news that Matthew Cole will be joining the cast of Write Anything!”


She screams and jumps up and down in her seat.


“Oh, my God, I’m sorry, I’m just beside myself. I love this book, and I love Mattie, so I know this is going to be a match made in heaven. Ah!


“Now, I’ve already started to hear some grumbling complaints that Matthew is too young and that he isn’t a serious actor—but if anything, it’s really Logan Gray that we need to be worried about. Yeah, I know he’s won Oscars or whatever, but I’m willing to bet each and every one of you that Logan is going to mess up this film someway, somehow, and our poor Matthew is gonna pay the price. And if that happens, I might just have to shank a bitch.”


She gives a warm smile. “Well, that’s all for now! Until next time.”


She blows a kiss at the camera.


Video ends.
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MATTIE



I’M LED DOWN halls with fresh white paint and tiled floors that smell like bleach. I’m wheezing and sweating, trying to take a deep breath and cool down before I enter the room, desert heat still sticking to my skin. I’m very late. I know I’ll get some points knocked off on first impressions for that alone, and I don’t think anyone will take an “I’m sorry, I’m not used to LA traffic” as an excuse anymore. It might’ve worked for my first role, but I’ve been in and out of the city going on a year now.


Samantha, the assistant who leads me down the halls, seems as nervous as me, and that’s saying something. “Are you sure you don’t want a water? Coffee?” she asks for the third time.


“I’m okay,” I say, still breathless. I catch her looking at me, gaze flitting away quickly, and I realize—oh, yeah, I’m supposed to be famous. I’m still not used to it. Love Me Dearly was released about six months ago, and after the promo tour ended, I wasn’t prepared for this kind of everyday attention. I feel self-conscious and try not to pull at my shirt, a nervous habit my manager, Paola, said I should work on.


Samantha opens the door for me at the end of the hall. I thank her as I hurry inside, trying not to flat-out run but also not wanting to stroll like I’ve got all the time in the world. The room has one huge conference table with a dozen or so people seated around it in a circle, and there’s a smaller table pushed up against the farthest wall with coffee and fruit. As soon as I step inside, everyone’s heads turn to me. My heart thuds. You’d think an actor would be all right with so many eyes on him, but my big secret is that I still have stage fright.


“Matthew!”


The director, Dave Miller, stands up. He’s white and has gray sideburns with a patchy beard. His button-up has a dot of a coffee stain on the collar. He pats my shoulder as he gestures to the room. “Everyone, Mattie. Mattie, everyone.”


There’s a mix of friendly smiles and handwaves and exhausted nods. I’m nervous not only because I’m standing in a room full of strangers staring at me but because of who the strangers are. I’ve watched most of these actors in my favorite shows and movies since I was a kid. And now I’m going to be in a movie with them. That’s the actual dream, and I’m still amazed each and every day that I’ve managed to make it this far. Now I just have to make sure I don’t screw it up.


One person at the table hasn’t bothered to look in my direction. Logan Gray. For a moment, I think that he might be asleep. He has shades on even though we’re inside and the room isn’t very bright, and he wears a hoodie that admittedly looks extremely comfortable as he leans back in one of the conference room chairs, his boots up on the chair next to him. He emits a small snore. Yep, definitely asleep.


I’d auditioned for the lead in Write Anything. Riley Mason is a great character, but he feels similar to the roles I’ve had before: upbeat, optimistic, the character audiences automatically love. I’m worried about being typecast so early in my career, and I wanted to push myself with Quinn Evans. Quinn is . . . more complicated. He messes up, hurts himself and others in his own attempts to grow. He’s the sort of character that’s more challenging for an actor. If I’d gotten the role, it would’ve been hard work to stay true to Quinn and the source material. It would’ve been difficult to find glimmers of sympathy for his character while delving into the pits of his self-loathing, all while trying to make him sympathetic to the viewer, too.


I was beside myself to get cast in a movie like this at all. Crying and jumping up and down with my mom and my sister is one of my happiest memories. I have to admit that I was also disappointed to lose the role out to Gray, though I can’t say I’m surprised. Gray’s been typecast as well. He’s the kind of actor who screams drugs and sex in a way I probably never will, no matter how much I try. “He has that edge,” my publicist said.


Gray is among the actors I admire. He’s got raw talent. I’ve studied him. I’ve watched interviews with him, trying to figure out a kernel of his magic. I’m amazed at how easily he scoffs at technique and process. He rolls his eyes at interviewers whenever he’s asked about craft, saying that it’s just a fancy word assholes made up as an excuse to say who is allowed to be nominated for awards and who is not.


And there was the other, more recent interview I’d seen with Gray, too, just two weeks before, right after I was cast. A bolt of anger flashes through me, but I remember what I’d decided: I’ll pretend I never saw the interview at all. That’s what I’ll have to do, if I’m going to be able to work with him.


Dave either doesn’t notice that Logan is fast asleep, or he’s used to this behavior. He invites me to grab a seat, and I sit down awkwardly in between Scott Anders (five-time Oscar award winner, one of the greatest actors of all time, I could watch and rewatch his brilliant performance in Duchess Down a thousand times, and I’m pretty sure I have) and Monica Meyers (nominated for Best Supporting Actress five times, though she has not yet won, clearly a coup, especially for her heart-wrenching performance in The Sky Cries). Scott grins and shakes my hand and says he’s a big fan of my performance in Love Me Dearly. I have to force the inner fanboy to calm down, while Monica purses her lips, probably miffed that I’m late.


Copies of the script with each actor’s name on the covers have already been passed around. This is technically the second table read, but since I was brought on so late in the process, it’s my first. Writers and assistants and a ton of other people sit in chairs along the wall of the conference room with copies of the script, pens ready and laptops open. More people to perform for.


Dave sits at the head of the table and adjusts his ball cap. “Someone wake up Sleeping Beauty,” he says, opening his script.


Samantha rushes forward. She clears her throat and taps Gray’s shoulder. He doesn’t stir. She tries again. “Mr. Gray . . . ?”


He grunts something, sits up—looks around the room like he’s forgotten where he is, and maybe he has.


Dave opens his script. “Gray, if you don’t mind removing your sunglasses so that we can see those beautiful brown eyes of yours.”


Gray doesn’t move for one long second as he stares at Dave silently. I shift uncomfortably. Heat begins to radiate in the room. Dave, again, doesn’t seem to notice as he licks a finger and turns the page of the script, but it’s clear to everyone that we won’t begin until Gray does what he was asked.


Logan removes the shades. There are a few (okay, maybe a little melodramatic, we are actors after all) gasps around the room. I swallow thickly. A purple bruise flourishes over Gray’s swollen right eye.


Dave glances up. “Oh, Jesus Christ.”


“Same old shit, right?” Gray says, voice hoarse.


“This isn’t a joke. God, fucking . . .” He twists in his seat to look at an assistant. “There isn’t any footage in the tabloids, is there?”
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Video begins:


A crowd in a nightclub has formed. Streaks of light blur across the screen, but Logan Gray’s face is clear for one moment. Another man shouts unintelligibly. Derogatory slurs based on sexual identity are used. He is notably much larger than Logan. Logan only smiles, before he spits in the stranger’s face. There are gasps, the camera shakes. There is the distinct sound of a fist impacting skin.


Video ends.
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From the awkward glances, it’s clear that there is footage in the tabloids. I haven’t seen it myself because I try to stay away from papers and gossip sites. That’s a one-way ticket into a weekend of self-pity and depression. Even the word tabloids makes certain phrases echo in my mind: “wannabe Tom Holland,” “Leonardo DiCaprio in his prime if Leo wasn’t as talented or cute.” Ouch.


Dave rubs his temples. “Damn it. Sam, set up a meeting with me and Logan’s manager. What’s her name again? Louise?”


“Audrey.”


“Let’s see if we can stop this man-child from ruining the film before it’s even begun.” Sam nods and excuses herself.


If Logan has any feelings on being called a man-child, he doesn’t show them. “Getting punched in the face hasn’t impacted my ability to read,” he says.


Dave’s eyes narrow dangerously for one moment, before he straightens. “Then let’s begin.”


The morning’s drama firmly put aside, the professionals around me open their scripts, and the table read starts. Richard, the AD, speeds through the narration and directions so that the actors can focus on their roles, the writers on edits and Dave announcing his own thoughts every now and then. Even though I play opposite the lead, I don’t appear until a few scenes in, so I get to sit back in my chair and watch the magic of my idols.


Gray is amazing, of course, even half-asleep, with a black eye, and possibly a hangover. He transforms into Quinn Evans: charismatic, smug, an asshole you can’t help but love. Monica already brings tears to my eyes with her reading as his mother, widowed and worried that Quinn will never open his heart to finding true love. Scott, Quinn’s boss, has too understated a role to really take advantage of his enormous talent, but I assume there are publicity reasons he’s been brought on, along with a ton of money. Keith Mackey, playing Quinn’s best friend and comic relief sidekick, lands all the laughs, even when Dave murmurs something to one of the head writers, who nods in agreement and starts to scribble red all over the script.


My heart begins to speed up. I’d started acting in junior high, but this fear—the jump before the performance—has never gone away. If anything, it’s only gotten worse. But once I’ve done it—once I’ve managed to leap from the cliff and fly through the air—the exhilaration soars through me, and every time I seem to forget how much I hate the feeling of nervousness that comes right before I open my mouth.


Keith leans back in his chair with a grin, swiping bleached hair out of his face. “Hey—pretty boy,” he says, glancing up at me.


I swallow. My words begin to blur on my script. “Sorry, do you mean me?”


I can hear the hollowness in my voice. It doesn’t ring true. There isn’t enough authenticity. I clear my throat. Scott glances up from beside me.


Keith goes on like he hasn’t noticed. “Is there anyone else around that you’d describe as pretty?” he says. He barks a laugh, then seems to crack himself up and keeps laughing. Smiles widen at the table.


My hands are hidden beneath the table in my lap. I tug on the end of my shirt. “No—uh, no, maybe not.”


The smiles around the table are a little tighter now. Gray watches me from across the room, eyes focused, calculating, dissecting my entire performance even though it’s only been a few lines. I try to block out the memory of the interview I’d seen, against my better judgment—but it was everywhere, all over social media and popping up in Google alerts every three seconds. A reporter shoves a mic in Logan Gray’s face on the red carpet and asks him, “What do you think about Matthew Cole joining the cast of Write Anything?” Logan didn’t hide his annoyance. He rolled his eyes. “He’s a shitty actor,” he said. “I hate people who get by on looks and charm and absolutely zero talent.”


I try to block out the memory of the interview, but Gray’s voice rises in my head with every vacant word I speak. “Wait, hold on,” I say, turning the page with sweaty fingers. “Aren’t you Quinn Evans? The author?”


The next line belongs to Logan. He doesn’t look away from me as he leans in his chair, rocking back and forth slightly with a squeak, squeak, squeak.


“Gray,” Dave says, annoyance a little more obvious now. “That’s you.”


Gray’s eyes don’t leave me. “So are we all just going to pretend this isn’t happening?”


My heart plummets. Everyone looks up before heads turn and gazes rest on me for a brief second. We all know what he means. Dave clenches his jaw. “Just read your line, Gray.”


“It’s a waste of time,” he says. “I’m not going to do a table read with someone who can’t even figure out his character. That impacts how I end up playing my role. Don’t punish me because you decided to choose Hollywood’s flavor of the week.”


Julie, who plays the main antagonist as Quinn’s girlfriend, whispers loudly enough for us all to hear. “Don’t be a fucking asshole, Gray.”


“Am I an asshole for saying the truth?” He shrugs. “Fine. Okay.”


Heat grows in my throat. I cry easily. That’s always been my biggest problem, my dad used to say. I cry whenever I see cute toddlers hugging puppies. I cry whenever someone is cruel to another person and I’m too angry to speak. I cry whenever I hear a beautiful song. I sure as hell cry whenever my feelings are hurt—when I’ve been humiliated in a room filled with people I look up to and admire. Easily crying has its uses, especially on the stage and in front of the camera, but the tears only add to the humiliation now.


Dave’s mouth hangs open. “Okay,” he says loudly. “Let’s take five.”


Chairs roll back, people begin to chat about their weekends, recent industry announcements, LA traffic, anything but what just happened. I rub my eye as I get up to find a bathroom, walking away from the table before anyone can stop me. I just need a second to look at myself in the mirror, splash some water on my face, and get myself together.


Someone follows me out of the swinging doors of the conference room. I expect it to be Dave, but when a hand touches my elbow, I turn around to see Julie.


“Hey,” she says, “are you okay? Gray can be such a dick sometimes.”


It takes me a second to process the fact that Julie Rodriguez is talking to me. She played the lead role in one of my favorite Disney Channel shows growing up. She’s stunning in person, even with her hair pulled up in a messy bun and bags under her eyes.


Even though I feel humiliated, I still struggle to not be starstruck. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say. “He’s—you know, he’s right. That was an awful read.”


“We’ve all been there. And this is your first lead role, right?” When I nod, she pats my arm. “You’ll be fine. Don’t let him get into your head. Everyone’s really excited that you’re a part of the cast, Matt.”


I thank her—and I mean really, truly thank her—and she gives me a reassuring smile before she walks back into the room. Logan Gray might not be happy to share this film with me, but I can’t let him scare me away. Not when a role like this has been my dream—everything I’ve worked toward for so many years. I take a deep breath, and I force myself to walk into the room again.





Inside Hollywood Blog


There have been reports that the stars of the upcoming film ‘Write Anything,’ Matthew Cole and Logan Gray, have been at odds before principal photography has even begun. This would be understandable, after the disastrous and awkward interview Gray gave on the red carpet of the premiere of ‘Hawkseye Down,’ claiming that his then-recently cast costar has “zero talent.” If the two romantic leads to one of Hollywood’s biggest summer blockbusters hate each other as much as the rumors suggest, we’re willing to bet that ‘Write Anything’ is likely to fail before it’s even begun.










LOGAN



I SIT IN the second-floor lounge with a massive headache. Nothing’s helped. Not pills, not sleep, not sex. I’m just starting to wonder if getting punched in the face gave me permanent brain damage when Willow appears beside me. She sits down on the old-fashioned red velvet seat, crosses her legs, and stirs a straw in her favorite martini I’d ordered so that it would be here by the time she arrived.


“Did you call me here to break up?” she asks, picking up the glass and taking a sip.


“Yeah,” I say, leaning back. “Three months. That’s what we agreed, right?”


She sighs. “It was fun while it lasted.” She’d been the one to come up with the idea, a few months ago after we met in some club and she followed me back to mine. This kind of shit is usually set up by PR and involves a fuck ton of NDAs, but I guess she wanted to go around the bureaucratic rope. Easier to just deal with me.


Something else is clearly on her mind. She glances up. “We could release a publicity statement, as usual, saying things didn’t work out as planned, thank you for the support, blah, blah, blah.”


“Or . . . ?”


“Or we could try something new. Something fresh. Ariana Grande released an entire song and album once.”


“You’re a musician now?”


She ignores me. “I was on your phone the other night.”


She pauses, maybe expecting annoyance. I am annoyed, but I don’t see the point in saying anything about it. We’re about to break up this publicity stunt of a relationship anyway.


“I noticed you had some photos,” she says. “A video.”


I know which one she means. Willow and I agreed to treat this like a monogamous relationship. Polyamory and open relationships aren’t widely accepted by the public yet. I wasn’t supposed to date anyone else, wasn’t supposed to have sex with anyone else, but about a month in an old friend, an actor named Briggs, visited from Sydney and stayed in town for a weekend, and, well, one thing led to another. Briggs took a quick video for the memory and texted it to me, and I forgot it was still on my phone.


Willow isn’t as angry as someone might be to find out their boyfriend was cheating on them, but then again, I wasn’t her real boyfriend. She continues. “I wondered if it might be interesting to . . . I don’t know, release the video. One last publicity stunt.”


“You want me to post my homemade porno?”


She must sense my agitation. “It’s not a big deal, right?” “It’s a little dramatic, isn’t it? A little into attention whore territory, even for you?”


Now she’s pissed. “You’re as much a part of this as I am.”


Willow’s right, I know. I didn’t really want to go along with this bullshit at first, but she was fun and I was bored. Besides, the act did its job. Sure, she just wanted to use me, but this boosted my profile, too. Now, I’m the bad boy boyfriend of innocent Willow Grace—not just the drugged-up asshole no one wants to work with in Hollywood.


“We agreed to do this fake shit,” I say, “but going through my phone . . . asking me to post my private video . . .”


She at least has the decency to look a little ashamed, though in a city like this, it’s hard to know what to believe. She raises her chin. “I’m sorry if it was a bit much, but we need a believable reason to break up, and this would be a way to go out in style. The headlines, the gossip sites—they’d go absolutely mad, Gray. And everyone would get a good reminder of how fucking hot you are.” She pauses when I don’t answer. She must feel how upset I am, even if I’m not showing it. “I didn’t think it’d be such a big deal. This isn’t your first—you know, film.” She takes another sip.


It’s not even my second. The first video I took was on my eighteenth birthday, officially marking the end of my innocent child actor career. It was purposeful. A big fuck you to the industry and my father. The second film was difficult to see. It was just my back and my ass 90 percent of the time, hands tied to the bedframe, but enough people recognized my side profile when I twisted around, strip of cloth wrapped around my eyes. It was taken without my knowledge or permission. Pretty sure it’s still up on Pornhub, no matter how many times my team’s tried to get it taken down. And now this.


Willow says she doesn’t think it’d be a big deal to release it, but I know it’s a calculated move on her part. Her career had been waning, and this drama of dating me, one of the most hated people in Hollywood, has thrust her back into the spotlight. Now this video will only earn her sympathy points from around the world. Fans will flock to her, saying that I didn’t deserve her, that she’s too much of an angel for a devil like me. I’ve already quit social media. The number of trolls was impossible for my social media manager and her assistants to control. I decided to fold them into my manager’s team so they wouldn’t lose their jobs just because people can’t fucking stand me, but there’s nothing for them to do. It doesn’t matter.


If the video is released, my manager, Audrey, and the others will need to go into overdrive (and probably overtime) trying to contain the story and control my image. I have to be a persona. A character I play off-screen, too. I entertain people in movies, sure, but I learned early on that my entire life is a source of entertainment also. I’m the villain. People enjoy picking me apart and berating me. I give them someone to hate. I’m used to this. I even look forward to it, sometimes. It’s all that I know. It feels like a comfort. People screaming “You’re an asshole, Gray!” is like a lullaby after a while. Besides, maybe this will give my social media team something to do.


“Fine,” I tell her. “Post the video.”





Twitter.com


Trending for You


#WeLoveYouWillow


#LoganGrayIsOverParty


Fuck You Gray


#WillowGraceDeservesBetter




@willowgracefanforlife


I can’t believe he would break her heart like that. Willow is the kindest woman in this industry. People, listen up. You can’t change or save anyone. They will only hurt you in the end.
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@everydayhustlin


This is why I don’t date bisexual men lol they’re all sluts
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@robertklingon


why is Logan Gray still around? he should just overdose on drugs and kill himself already tbqh
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RED ALERT: BREAKING NEWS




Hello, my little Cherubs. I’m sure most of you have already seen the latest film of our favorite love-to-hate asshole Logan Gray, but I thought it might be nice to repost the video here for your viewing pleasure.





 


[Video begins: A dark, grainy film. It’s difficult to see what is on the screen. There’s a moan. The video pivots down. Logan Gray looks up, mouth—well—full. He seems surprised to be filmed, then grins and makes a performance of it. The screen shakes. Video ends.]




Don’t you just love the way our garbage fire of a man completely shreds the last of his dignity? I know I’d claimed that Gray’s lowest point was being caught in an, ahem, certain steamy film, but I think we might have a new reigning moment of secondhand embarrassment.


Seriously, why does anyone let Gray go outside at all? There’ve already been enough rumors that he’s about to be fired from the film Write Anything for being a total and complete trashcan of a human being. Oh, well! With this new incident, I’m happily expecting the official announcement any minute now.


Signing off,


Angel













MATTIE



MY MANAGER PAOLA was frantic when she told me Dave had called for a meeting. “Just play it cool. But not too cool. You don’t want to look like you don’t care. Tell them you’ve been rehearsing a lot more. But, you know. Don’t act like you’re desperate.”


Word got back to her about my not-so-great table read, and she thinks I’m going to be fired. She might be right. My heart sinks at the thought.


“It would be fucked up, absolutely fucked up, if they fired you after watching you perform for five minutes,” she said under her breath.


“Do you really think they’ll fire me?”


I could practically hear her catch herself over the phone. “No—no, of course not,” she told me, but I know she only wants me to be in a good headspace.


I hired her when my career was just starting to explode, right when I got cast for Love Me Dearly. I liked that she was also from Atlanta, and that she would meet my eye with raised brows at Hollywood parties, like when a weed sommelier walked up to us and asked in a fake British accent, “What sort of high would you like?” We both think that LA is a little ridiculous. We both want to succeed here anyway. We’ve made a good pair. I’d be devastated if I got fired, but I’d feel even more guilty if I took Paola down with me.


The meeting is at a restaurant, the kind I’ll never feel fully comfortable in. It’s not just the know which fork to use kind of place, but it screams—I don’t know—fame. Like even if you’re rich, you’ve still got to prove you belong there with your aura alone, with your presence, with other people deciding you are worthy. Not sure I’d pass that test, though I’ve passed the first requirement of wealth. That’s a weird thought. I never had more than twenty dollars in my bank account at one time, and now I have five hundred thousand, after giving my mom most of my money to help pay off her debts and mortgage, and after I paid for my little sister’s college tuition.


They tried to fight me on it. “There’s no way in hell I actually need one million dollars,” I told them. Five hundred thousand is nowhere near a lot in LA, but it definitely is for me. I feel a little like I don’t know what to do with myself. Do I start saving up to buy a house? (I’m trying to ignore that a home here would probably be a quarter of the price in Decatur.) Or do I rent out one of those lavish condos for a few months? Pretend to be a part of this lifestyle for as long as possible? I hate money. I hate that I need so much of it just to have this dream of acting.


The restaurant is shiny with golden reflective walls and a bar that glows soft colors and large light bulbs that hang from the ceiling, plants everywhere. Paola walks closely beside me, heels clacking on the concrete floor. She’s got dark brown hair that tumbles over her shoulders, paler skin that might have a touch too much blush on her cheeks. She’s taller than me by a few inches. Most people don’t expect me to be this short in real life. I’m an average five foot, six inches, unlike the six- to seven-foot Adonis actors. Pretty sure Logan Gray is about six feet, three inches. I wonder how our height difference will look on-screen. If I don’t get fired, anyway.


“Breathe,” she says. “Just breathe.” I’m not sure if she’s talking to herself or to me.


“Even if I’m fired, there’ll be other roles to audition for, right?”


“You’re not going to be fired.”


“But if I am . . .”


She hesitates. “Sure. Yeah. Of course.”


I think I know what she’s afraid to say. Stars rise and fall quickly in LA. Everyone’s screaming my name right now, so it’s better to capitalize on the moment and get a role like this one so that my profile will continue to skyrocket. Losing this chance could just as easily mean that my profile will plummet, and within a month, no one will care about who I am.


I feel like I usually do right before I step in front of a camera. I have pre-performance nerves, because that’s what is about to happen: I need to perform. I have to show fake confidence and apologize for yesterday. “I wasn’t feeling too well,” I could explain.


The restaurant is almost empty. People are still setting up some tables. I think only high-profile guests might be allowed inside early. I see someone who might be Keanu Reeves eating lunch in the corner, reading a newspaper. Paola visibly stiffens when we see the table we’re supposed to reach. But I think it might be a flinch of surprise more than anything. That’s why I get stiff, anyway. Dave Miller is there. So is Reynolds Bachmann, one of the executive producers. Not surprising, for a sorry, we have to let you go sort of meeting.


Not as expected, though? Logan Gray and his manager, Audrey. Why would they be here if I’m going to be fired? Are we both about to be let go from the film? Is production about to be stopped altogether?


Audrey has white-blonde hair and blue eyes that I think might be color contacts. She reached out to me and Paola when I was hired a couple of weeks back. She suggested a friendly meeting with Logan, and I’d accepted, but Gray cancelled at the last second, and then that not-so-friendly interview on the red carpet . . .


Logan’s leaning back in his seat, shades back on. He doesn’t look up when Dave stands, arms wide in welcome. His collared shirt has some sweat stains today, not that I mind. The fact that Dave doesn’t care about appearances has made me feel more comfortable with him.


“Great. You’re here. Please, sit.”


Paola and I take the last two empty chairs. Audrey gives a friendly hello. Reynolds checks his phone. He’s much more a suit-and-tie guy, not something I see a lot in LA. His silver-gray jacket might just be over a couple thousand dollars. I’ve never understood spending so much money on clothes, especially in a place where so many people are struggling to find a place to live and food to eat. But maybe I’m not so different. I live here, too, and have more money than I really need.


Reynolds nods at me and Paola. “Appointment coming up,” he says to Dave.


“Something to drink?” Dave asks us, ignoring him.


“Just water,” Paola answers for both of us. She knows I’m sober.


Dave waves down a woman passing by in uniform, who nods.


“Sorry we’re a bit late,” Paola says.


“Five minutes?” Dave shrugs.


“Ten,” Reynolds corrects.


Gray’s sigh is loud. Audrey kicks him under the table, a little more obviously than she probably expected. Her face turns red as she sips her own glass of water.


The woman comes back and puts the two glasses on the table. Her eyes linger on Gray for a long second. Gray meets her gaze with a smirk.


“Business, then,” Dave says. “Let’s get to it. We’ve—well, we’ve got a problem. Take off your shades, Gray.”


Gray takes his time slipping the shades off. The bruise has started to turn green. Paola sits straight, almost quivering with tension. I try to relax into my role, but my voice cracks a little. “Yeah? Is everything okay?”


“Not really. No.” Dave scratches his beard under his chin. “Publicity for the film is—it’s not great. This is supposed to be the number one rom-com of the season. Got word from PR. The negative attention is already affecting buzz for the film.” His eyes land heavily on Gray.


“Look, Dave,” Gray says, “if you’re going to fire me, then fucking fire me.”


I exchange looks with Paola. “Sorry,” I say, “why would Gray be fired?” The only thing I can think is that fight he’d gotten into, but Gray had gotten into fights before he was hired, too.


Everyone stares blankly at me, except for Paola, who is also frowning in confusion. She does her best, but I know she isn’t as much a part of this LA scene yet, either, and has clearly missed something.


“You didn’t see?” Reynolds asks. “Really?” He snorts.


Audrey leans in and whispers, though I don’t know why, since everyone can still hear her. “Gray was found—er— unfortunately—um—”


“A video of me sucking my friend’s dick was released, and now everyone hates me for cheating on Willow Grace,” Gray says, staring up at the ceiling.


Paola’s mouth falls open. Mine does, too.


“Who the hell even has a name like that?” Audrey mutters. “Willow Grace.”


Dave rubs the back of his neck. “Like I said. The negative press is turning potential viewers away.”


Gray shrugs. “Wasn’t thinking about the film’s publicity when it was leaked.”


“Bullshit,” Reynolds says, but he’s still looking at his phone and doesn’t seem mad. I wonder how many meetings like this he deals with daily. “Video like that? Had to be released on purpose.”


“It doesn’t matter either way,” Dave says, tapping the table. “The consequences are the same. Write Anything is becoming a joke. Online, in the news.”


“That’s what we get for hiring him, I suppose,” Reynolds mutters. I have the sense that he was never really on board with Logan Gray being the film’s star. “Can’t hire the bad boy archetype and not expect him to act like the bad boy archetype. Would’ve been better with Phillip Desmond.” Phillip Desmond: another up-and-coming actor, but he’s always felt a little expected to me, with his blonde hair and blue eyes and empty smile. My biggest insecurity is that I’m not much different from Phillip. If he’d been hired instead of Gray, the film would’ve been boring. Phillip and I wouldn’t have had any sort of chemistry.


Not that Gray and I have any sort of chemistry.


But, well—I have to admit, he is attractive. And feeling attraction isn’t always the sort of thing that’s easy to act out on-screen.


“Sorry,” Paola says, hands gripped in her lap so tightly I can see her biceps clenching. “I’m not sure what the purpose of this meeting is, exactly.”


We—the four of us—look at Dave and Reynolds. Dave looks at Reynolds. Reynolds finally slips his phone into his jacket’s inner pocket.


“We need to get the publicity of this film back on track. After that interview Gray did, calling golden boy here a shitty actor, everyone’s decided that Gray hates Matthew. Not great, when they’re supposed to be in love on-screen.”


“Get to the point,” Gray says under his breath.


Reynolds glares at him. “We need you two to start up a public relationship.”


The silence that follows might just last a full minute.


It takes me a second to process what he’s saying. As an actor, I’ve been trained to figure out emotions quickly—to pinpoint them, figure out where I feel them in my body, make sure they’re being expressed organically. But now? My mouth opens and closes silently.


Gray’s snort interrupts the quiet. “Seriously?”


“We’ve been having meetings with publicity to figure this out. We agreed you’d help each other,” Dave says. His tone is more delicate. “Matthew has a softness to him. He’s got that Southern charm thing going on. All manners, politeness. If you start to date each other, that could affect your image, too,” he tells Gray. “People will likely start to feel you’re being—er—saved. Evangelized in a way. That you’re starting to change, and that Matt’s helping you.”


Audrey is thoughtful. “That might not be a bad idea.”


Paola might be nervous, coming into a big meeting like this, but I hired her for a reason. “But why should Mattie—sorry, Matthew—agree to something like that?” she asks. Her voice only quivers a little. “I mean, the opposite is possible too, isn’t it? His image might . . .” She hesitates, probably not wanting to offend Gray.


“We thought about that, too,” Dave says. He shrugs a little. “No offense, kid, but some early response to you has suggested you might be a little boring. You’re just . . . too good, you know what I mean?”


I know exactly what he means. I’ve seen that response also—and I can’t blame anyone for thinking it. I am boring in comparison to someone like Gray. I’ve wished I could figure out how to break out of my shell more. Be more spontaneous, not care so much about what people think of me. If I could be more exciting, then I might be able to break out into different roles also. I’m honestly a little jealous of people like Gray, who give zero fucks—just a little. “No offense taken,” I say.


Gray rolls his eyes. “So, what? I’m supposed to make him edgy? Interesting, exciting? One of us has the harder job here.”


“Fucking hell, Gray,” Dave snaps. “Just stop being an asshole for one minute and listen. This is the only compromise we could come to, all right?”


His meaning is clear.


Audrey’s face is pinched. She leans into Gray and whispers—actually whispers this time. I only hear a word here and there. “One shot . . . last chance . . . your father.”


Gray’s expression doesn’t change. He looks more like a sullen teenager than he ever has. I’ve read articles about the lives of former child stars—how most of them never actually got much of a chance to grow up. “Fine,” he says.


Dave’s satisfied. He looks at me, waiting for my response now.


I wish I had more of a chance to think it over and talk about it with Paola. I’ve heard about celebrities who do this, sometimes: engage in these fake relationships, tricking the public for mutual benefits in fame or success. I heard a rumor that Pete Davidson was a favorite fake boyfriend for a few years. I just never thought I would be someone to consider this. It’d be the role of a century, pretending to be in love with a jackass like Gray. We’d probably have our own publicity for this particular off-screen film: going on dates, talking about how we fell for each other in interviews . . .


“Can I think about it?”


“No,” Reynolds says. “Here and now. I need to give Vanessa an answer.” Vanessa Stone, the boss of the EPs and owner of the production company. I’ve met her once, from across the room. She’s terrifying.


“What if I say no?”


“Then this fucker is out,” Reynolds says, not bothering to look at Gray. “We’ll find a replacement before the week is done.”


Gray doesn’t meet my eye. I have the power to get him fired, and after the way he’s treated me? I’m tempted. But . . . there’s another part of me. The part that, despite it all, still admires Logan Gray the actor, even if I can’t stand him as a person. I know I’m not at the skill level I want to be. There’s so much I could learn from him, being his co-star. And, honestly, without Logan as one of the leads, this film might just be lost. They could hire a Phillip Desmond–type, someone who acts just as well as me. Even with the best writing and directing in the world, the film could fall flat. That’d ultimately affect me, too, and my own dream.


I’ve got to put my feelings aside for this one. “All right,” I say with a nod. “I agree. Gray and I will . . . go out.”


“More than go out,” Reynolds says gruffly, grabbing his phone again. He stands up, pushing out his chair, and leaves without another word. Wow. LA, huh?


I can see the relief in Audrey’s gaze. She’s trying to radiate gratitude to me silently. Thank you, she mouths. Gray still won’t look at me. I don’t think he likes that I had so much power over his role and his future.


Paola watches me closely. “Are you sure?” she whispers.


I nod. “Yeah. I’m sure.”


Dave claps his hands together. “It’s decided, then. It’ll need to look organic, of course. Natural. We can’t have the PR team too tied up in this—too many hands and eyes, too many potential leaks—so everything stays between us. I’ll moonlight as a publicity manager on this.” Gray snorts, but Dave ignores him. “You’ll need to convince your co-stars and everyone else on set, too. Don’t worry about it. We’ll plan it all out.”


I don’t know if he means to look as excited as he does.










LOGAN



LA TRAFFIC ISN’T so bad when you’re high as fuck. AC and IC3PEAK blasts, shades saving my eyeballs from melting. This city is too fucking sunny. I read some article that the traffic is actually due to racism, shitty highways created specifically to cut off certain neighborhoods. Everything in this country eventually returns to racism, huh?


My apartment is on the edge of WeHo, what should be about fifteen minutes away from the studios’ headquarters in North Hollywood turning into a forty-five-minute jam of stop, start, stop, start. I park in the apartment building’s garage and head to the elevator and up to my apartment on the top floor. It’s still trashed from when Briggs came over. That was, what, three weeks ago? The housecleaner my dad hired, Sandra, has been calling, asking if she should come by, but I’m ashamed to let her see my place like this. Used condoms stuck to the bedroom floor, rotting food in the sinks, piles of clothes everywhere with no clue what’s clean, a baggie of cocaine forgotten on the living room’s central table. Fuck.


This is my dad’s apartment. He bought it for me. It was only a few months in that I noticed the security camera. It’s small as hell, in the corner of the living room, with full view of everything that happens. I have no idea if my dad watches me, or if he just has it there for control. But I checked the camera out, got access to the website where I can see the footage, and decided that this will be a separate film that I act in for my dad privately. I do the most fucked up shit imaginable to piss him off. To prove to him, and me, that he can’t control me anymore.


My buzz is wearing off, and my head is starting to throb, so I pour some vodka to help ease me out of the hangover and fall onto my sofa, turning Spotify onto the FEVER 333 station. Just loud enough to almost drown out my thoughts. I can’t remember the last time I watched TV or a movie for pleasure. It’s hard to watch actors play roles when you know them personally. It gets in the way of suspending the disbelief and makes it hard to get into the story when you know the main character’s a pain in the ass in real life, or when you know what the love interest’s dick looks like.


My phone rings over the speakers. I hit answer. My father’s voice wipes away my smirk.


“Logan,” he says. “You’re a fucking disgrace.” I lean my head back and close my eyes, swirling the vodka around in a circle. “Are you fucking kidding me, Logan, with that fucking tape? You’re twenty-four. You’re not a child. Stop acting like a piece of shit. Get yourself the fuck together.”


He hangs up. I sigh and drain the glass. This might be my last chance to relax before filming begins. Filming’s from August to November, according to the schedule I was sent. Twelve-hour workdays. At least it’s here in LA, but I’m going to stay at a hotel in Studio City so I don’t have to bother driving back and forth. I’ve been stressing about this character. Quinn Evans. He’s me, basically. A fuckup. Arrogant. I read the book. It was fucking awful, but that doesn’t matter. Studying his character for the last few months has forced me to look in the mirror a lot more than I usually would. I don’t think about it very much, how much I hate myself, but it’s been a good fact to focus on and pull me deeper into my role.


I haven’t been in a film for the past couple of years, after my last time at rehab. It’ll take me a second to get back into the flow, remember what life is like on set. I feel an extra pressure to prove I haven’t lost it. I’m still fucking talented. The stress of all that, plus this bullshit relationship with Matthew Cole. Fuck. At least Willow had enough of a personality to keep things interesting.


I pull out my phone and head to messages. I text Willow. A simple hey. We used to text all the time, when we were pretending to date. Nothing serious. Sarcastic banter at how social media was reacting to our relationship. I see the bubbles appear and disappear. Left on read.


I scroll through messages until I find Briggs. I try again. Hey. Bubbles appear. His response is quick. You all right? Kinda in the middle of something. I spin the phone around and around. Yeah. If only the blogs could see me now. Even worse, I think, that I actually fit the overprivileged asshole stereotype, feeling sorry for myself.


Willow’s response buzzes. No point in continuing to text, right? We’re not pretending to be together anymore.


I take another sip.


Fuck it. I’m bored.


I look up Matthew Cole on my phone and begin to scroll.





Happily Ever After: A Memoir


by Matthew Cole


By the time I was twelve years old, I had some inkling that I was interested in other boys, though I was afraid to acknowledge this fact even to myself.


One memory that stays with me to this day is the moment I sat with my father and we watched a queer film together for the first time. I’d scoured the LGBTQ+ section in Netflix, but I had never watched a film with queer characters with another person before. My father and I weren’t close. We struggled to communicate, to find ways to hold conversations. If I said something, he would only be silent. “I had fun at school today.” Silence. “I joined the drama club.” Silence. I didn’t know how to talk to him about anything that really mattered. I couldn’t tell him about my fears, my dreams. And if he ever said something, it was only an instruction. “Don’t walk like that, Matthew. Don’t talk to adults unless they speak to you first. Stop laughing so loudly. You’re embarrassing yourself.”


Movies were the one way we connected, because we didn’t have to speak. We would sit together to watch a film once a week. Now that I look back on those days, I suspect my mother was the one who pushed my father to spend more time with me.


This particular memory, though—well, I can’t even remember which film it was. It wasn’t a movie with overtly queer characters. It was an action, something my dad usually enjoyed. There were two men who were close throughout the film. They didn’t do anything, not in the way queerness is much more openly accepted now, with kisses and long, romantic embraces, and sexually graphic scenes that don’t fade to black. The men only touched each other’s hands, just barely, just enough for the audience to understand who they were to one another as they fought off the end of the world. It was still a time when even this was groundbreaking, but this touch made me explode with embarrassment and curiosity and just a touch of pre-teen longing, a wondering of whether I could ever touch another boy with that sort of tenderness. My father scowled. He spoke more than he usually would. “Disgusting,” he said. That was all he said, but it was enough.
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