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-Prologue-
I am a star.
His legs had been killing him for the last half hour. Crusty yellow corns were buried deep within his foot soles like large, oozing whiteheads, and his dirty tennis shoes hadn’t been replaced in over three years. His bottle of water had spilled a mile or so back, and he was already starting to feel lightheaded. He stopped for a moment and dry heaved, glancing to his left and right to make sure no other more experienced hikers were bearing witness to his incompetence.
The trail was not clearly marked, and the parking lot in which he had carefully tied his bike up to a large, silver post had not been easy to find. He had done his Internet research the night before, but he was still uncertain if he had made all the turns to get to where he needed to go. He was confident but prepared for disappointment.
It was a Saturday. The wind had picked up in the last few minutes, and the temperature was suspiciously cold, especially in a city that he had been told never changed seasons. His sweatshirt, awkwardly tied across his waist for the first two miles of the trip, now was pulled over his white t-shirt, slowly but surely keeping him warm. The clouds were descending closer to the ground, and he half expected to see a tangible stairway that would lead him up to the stars. 
I am a star. 
A random woman would pass him here and there, usually with her loud and shrill mutt nearby. Two men had also passed him, dog less, and he assumed that they were gay, or, at least, experimenting. For the most part, he had been met with angelic silence on the large, intimidating mountain that separated the bustle of the main city from the maligned hole of misery known as the San Fernando Valley. He had been able to focus on that one simple truth, the truth that had sent him cross-country, alone and afraid, but up to the challenge of a new chapter in his life.
He walked for another twenty minutes until he realized that there was just one more hill to climb. This one would be the steepest of them all. Halfway up he started grabbing onto the occasional sad shrub of greenery just to keep himself from plummeting to his death. The pain in his feet had become unbearable, almost as if the ground he was walking on was not dirt but molten rock. He almost threw up, for real this time, but managed to keep the half-digested eggs and spinach from breakfast as far down as possible.
With just a few minutes left of tireless ascension, a new challenge presented itself, and he had to keep from laughing. At first, he thought another hiker was above him kicking rocks in his face. It wasn’t until he caught a fragment of the cloud’s anger with his right hand that he realized what was happening. It was hailing. 
He tried not to think about the long walk back to his bike. He tried to concentrate on his goal, only his goal. Little cuts and bruises started to aggravate his temper, but he kept cool and calm. Finally, he was at the top of the mountain.
He cheered for himself, and then immediately started searching for the sign. He looked out in every direction and only saw blobs of gray. He sighed and sat down on the dirt, which just minutes ago had felt like the smooth consistency of hardened chocolate, but now felt like a large pool of chunky peanut butter. 
He sat for a while. He closed his eyes and tried to clear his head. He wasn’t going to leave the top of this mountain until his goal was met. 
By the time the hail stopped, the top of his head was in pain. He was able to stick his tongue out and catch drops of what looked like red dye on the tip. It wasn’t until he brushed the palm of his hand on his forehead that he realized he was bleeding. 
But not even the gruesome sight of blood could stop his mission. Finally, after much patience, the clouds started to subside. The air was colder now, and he was certain that he would spend much of his hike back to the bike in darkness. But he knew his time was now. 
He looked out. He didn’t see it. He turned to his left. There was nothing.
He turned around. 
And there it was. 
Nathan LeMille stopped breathing.
The last bit of the day’s sunshine was shooting through one of the large black clouds to reveal the nine letters, almost as if this moment had been preordained for decades by God himself. 
H.O.L.L.Y.W.O.O.D. 
His eyes welled up with tears. He started jumping up and down as if he had won the lottery.
Nathan had resided in Los Angeles for three whole weeks, but for the first time, it was starting to feel real. 
He was here. And it was finally time to fucking shine. 
I am a star.
I am a superstar.
On his way down the mountain, he slipped on a bed of rocks.
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“Slate your name.”
The old man sat at the edge of the chair, the fingers on his right hand massaging the bottom of his chin as if it were a keyboard.
“Just give me a minute,” he said.
He covered his face with both of his hands and started to breathe deeply, so loud everyone in the room could hear him.
Fat pig, she thought. Fat ugly old pig. Stop wasting my time.
Vivien glanced down at her sheet to see that they were not even halfway done with the session. The first actor had been a no-show, the second a cancellation, but everyone else had shown so far. Nobody had impressed her. 
She cracked her knuckles and put a check mark next to his name. CLEMENT HYDE MONROE. She underlined all three of his names and wrote a question mark underneath. She looked up to see his hands still covering his face.
“Oh for God’s sake,” she said, softly under her breath. 
She glared at Brandon, her associate. He smiled at her and shrugged his shoulders but clearly knew what she wanted him to do. 
“Mr. Monroe,” Brandon said to the man, “please slate your name.”
The overweight actor, who looked exhausted from merely breathing, brought his hands down and turned to the camera. “Yes. Clement Monroe. Thank you.”
Brandon made sure the shot was framed just how Vivien would like it and hit the red record button. “OK, I’m rolling.”
Vivien looked up at the slob in front of her, and then down at the first page of the scene. “I can’t believe it’s you,” Vivien started to read. “Get out! Get out now! I told you to never come back!”
The actor stood up and started pacing. His eyes were bulging out of his sockets.
“You smell that? Huh? The smoke in the air? That’s gonna be the smell of your body when they find you.”
Vivien tried not to laugh at the ludicrous dialogue. “Please, no. Just leave me alone. I didn’t do anything.”
“You better shut your mouth, you whore!”
The actor took a step closer to her and started gritting his teeth.
“I can’t believe you’re saying these things,” she said. “I’m sorry I killed your brother, but it was an accident. You told me you would leave me alone!”
He smiled maliciously. “The minute you took my brother’s life away was the minute your little ass became mine. I can do or say anything I want. You understand me?”
The actor took three steps closer. He put his right hand out and touched Vivien’s shoulder.
Oh, you didn’t just touch me asshole. 
“I think you better leave,” she said. “You better leave my house right now or I’m gonna—”
“You’ll what?” The actor stared at her.
“I’m gonna call the police!” 
“They won’t be able to get here in time.”
“And why is that?”
 “I’ll tell you, you stupid little nothing…”
He brought his face down to hers and grinned, eerily. The actor’s teeth were yellow and crooked. “…because I’m gonna eat you!”
He stared at Vivien for the longest time, so long that she forgot what she was doing.
Finally, he backed away. 
“You want to try anything different?” the actor asked. 
He brought his hands down toward his pockets and stared at the casting director like a dog waiting to be thrown a bone.
 “I think that’s all we need, but thank you so much,” Vivien said.
He flashed her his nauseating smile one last time before exiting the room, the door slamming shut behind him.
The room was silent for a moment. And then, Brandon started laughing. “Wow.” 
Vivien brought her pen down to her session sheet. She wrote three letters. W.T.F.
In the back corner of the room sat Mary, the director. She was forty-two years old but looked to be in her late fifties. An out and proud lesbian, her hair was spiked gray. 
She turned to Vivien with a surprisingly gleeful look on her face. “What did you write down? I put down that he was interesting. I don’t know if he’s right for this role, but there might be a character for him toward the end of the film. I was thinking one of the goons. The fat goon, maybe?”
“Are you shitting me?” Vivien wanted to destroy her. She turned to Mary, briefly looking at Brandon to make sure he agreed with her. “There’s no way that guy is gonna be in your movie. He can’t act.”
Mary’s jaw dropped. “But he’s got a great look!” 
“No. He’s horrible.”
“I don’t know. I kinda like him.” Mary started writing on her session sheet as if she couldn’t care less what her casting director had to say. 
Vivien looked at Brandon again, who gave her a knowing look.
“All right, who’s next?” Vivien asked. 
She watched as Brandon moved away from his beloved camera and walked out of the room.
Vivien sighed. This is gonna be a long one, she thought.

The room was square and vomit yellow. It was mostly bare, aside from a few office chairs and an oversized white desk that separated the actor from everyone else. The essentials were all there—pens, paper, water bottles, headshots. Brandon even made sure there was an extra copy of the session sheet just in case one of the producers had decided to tag along.
A knock at the door broke Vivien from her daze.   
“Yes?” she asked, sitting up straight. 
The door opened to reveal the intern. His name was Tom, and he may have been the worst one yet. He waved at Vivien, a torn sheet of paper in his left hand. 
“Did you want your messages?” he asked.
“Yes, of course,” she said. “Anything important?”
“There were just two messages. Or was it three? Hmm…”
“OK, just, what are they?” Vivien asked, annoyed. 
Tom studied his notes before letting out a whimpy chuckle. “Sorry, sometimes I can’t even read my own handwriting.”
“Do try.”
“Oh, yes, that was it. Your son called.”
“Yes, and what did he want?”
“He wanted to know what you were making for dinner tonight.”
“Well you definitely needed to interrupt me with that,” Vivien said with obvious sarcasm. “Next.”
“And Financial Home Business called for you again about your timeshare in Mexico. They wanted you to call them back.”
Vivien stretched out her arms and tried to keep from smashing them against her desk in frustration. “That’s not important either. Anything else?”
He scanned his notes again. Tom was just out of high school and looked not a day over fifteen. His hair was blond and unkempt, and his face was covered in acne. He looked at his boss and smiled. “That’s it.”
“OK. Where’s Brandon?”
“I’ll get him.”
Vivien looked down at her session sheet. Nine more actors were scheduled to read for the role of the rapist. 
What goddamn movie am I casting?
She waited another minute until Brandon finally walked in. “Sorry, we had to print out the next actor’s headshot.”
He stapled two pieces of paper together and handed Vivien the amateur headshot. She examined it, briefly, before setting it down on the desk. 
The next actor walked in. His name was John Fallwell. He was overweight like the last actor and looked even older. 
Vivien forced a smile. “Mr. Fallwell, hello. This is Mary Hayes, our director. That’s Brandon on camera. I’m Vivien Slate, the casting director. I’ll be reading with you.” 
He sat down in the chair and rested his right foot above his left knee. “I beg your pardon?”
Vivien didn’t hear him. “Which scene would you like to start with?”
“I’m sorry,” he said, clasping his hands together, “my agent said I didn’t have to read.”
Awkward silence ensued. Vivien looked at Mary, and then back at the actor. “I’m sorry. John, is it? Everyone has to read.”
“Vivien, is it?” the actor said, leaning forward. “I’ve been in this business for forty fuckin’ years. I don’t read.”
Vivien brought her pen down to her session sheet and slashed a line through his name.
I hope for my sake there aren’t forty more.
---
An hour later the session was over and life was back to normal in the little casting office in Chatsworth, California.  
Vivien sat down in her big gray chair and started perusing her e-mails on her laptop—there were more than sixty. She coughed even though she didn’t need to and started typing. She still used only her two index fingers. But she could bang out more than a dozen e-mails in a matter of minutes.
Just time me.
Vivien Slate was forty-four years old. Her skin was pale white and her hair was black as film noir. She had been a casting director nearly half her life. Since the early 1990’s she had worked in some capacity at three of the major film studios—Universal, Paramount, and 20th Century Fox. She had been let go six years ago when Paramount briefly shut down its casting division. When it re-launched two years later, they didn’t ask her back.
“Thanks, darling,” Mary said, tiptoeing into her private office. She gave Vivien a hug and a brief kiss on the cheek, but, thankfully, expected nothing more intimate in return. “So should we just focus on offers for the time being?”
“Yes. We need to get a name for the role of Ian. Anyone you want me to go to?”
“I think my first choice would be Brian Dennehy.”
“He’ll never do this,” Vivien said. 
“What about John Goodman?”
“Isn’t he a little young?”
“No, I like him.”
Vivien pursed her lips. “Well, I can call his agent. Goodman usually gets off on dollar signs, which we don’t have on this movie.”
Mary looked disappointed but maintained a smile. “I wish I had more money for this. Half a million doesn’t seem to mean much these days.”
Vivien sat down, as if to encourage Mary to make her way toward the door. “Actors are always looking for money. Even a little bit. You never know.”
“I can only offer fifteen, twenty tops.”
“For four days?”
“Yeah.”
Vivien started turning her chair toward her laptop in the hopes that Mary would get the hint. She still didn’t. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“You know what I was watching on TV last night?” Mary asked, still talking.  “Streetcar Named Desire. What a classic.”
“Yes, Mary, I know the film.”
 “People don’t make them like they used to. You know, I was wondering, what do you think about Karl Malden?”
“What about him?”
“You know, for Ian.”
Vivien stared at the wall past her, and then locked eyes with the dumb ones inhabiting Mary. “I think he’s dead.”
“Oh,” Mary said. “Right.” 
She was finally gone a minute later.
---
Brandon’s desk sat just across from Vivien’s office near the waiting area. It was neatly organized, with a pad and paper, stapler, and bouquet of pens sitting in a row next to his impressive Apple laptop. To the left of him was the office telephone, with a drawer underneath stuffed full of headshots. 
He started going through the day’s stack of mail, filled mostly with postcards from wannabe actors. He opened a giant envelope and pulled out a headshot that screamed amateur like no other.
“Tom, look at this.” Across from him sat the intern at a smaller desk, also with his own laptop, telephone, and pad of paper. 
“Yes. What?”
“I think we’ve got one for the Wall of Shame.”
The picture showed an emaciated old man standing with his back against a decaying, orange wall. A pink, wrinkled post-it had two words written on it: HOMELESS MAN.  
“What’s that for?” Tom asked.
“The rape movie we’re casting.”
“What’s that called again?”
Brandon shook his head in frustration. “You should know the names of the movies we’re working on, Tom.” He threw the script on the intern’s desk. “It’s called Throes of Death. Read it by next week or I’m gonna strangle you.” 
Tom sat back in his chair and started skimming the first page. Brandon smiled. He thought this kid was kind of cute, despite his unfortunate case of facial acne. 
Brandon Reed had been Vivien’s associate for nearly two years. Twenty-seven years old, tall and slender, with short brown hair, he looked particularly vibrant today, as if he had gotten laid recently.  
Vivien, looking more rested than earlier, walked out of her office carrying five bags. “Any messages?”
Brandon looked down at the telephone to see a blinking light, which meant there were indeed messages on the phone. “Not a one,” he lied. 
“OK. So we’re good on Throes of Death for now. I need you to start setting up Friday’s session for that period movieSoraya.”
Brandon was taking notes. “OK. Starting at eleven?”
“No. Let’s do twelve. Gavin’s got that audition in the morning. I don’t want to push it.”
“Oh yeah. For that pilot?”
“Yes. He’s already practicing for it. Driving me insane.”
Brandon laughed. “So how long do you want the session?”
“I would say, start scheduling from twelve o’clock to four o’clock, and we’ll go from there. But I want at least fifty people set up by tonight, and I want everyone confirmed by tomorrow afternoon. If they’re not confirmed by five o’clock tomorrow, we’re cancelling them. I want you to be more aggressive on the phone, Brandon. You come off a little soft.”
“OK,” he said with an annoyed sigh.   
“You want to be a movie director, right?”
“Yes.” Brandon started to slump in his chair.
“You have to be strong. You have to be really strong to make it in this business.”   
“I know.” He looked like he had heard her speech a thousand times.
“OK.”
Vivien leaned in toward Tom’s internship corner. He peered up at Vivien with frightened eyes.
“And what are you doing, Tim?”
“Tom.”
“Pardon?”
“It’s Tom.”
“I know,” she said. “What are you doing?”
“I was reading the script to Throes of Death.”
“OK. Put that aside for now. In my office, you work. This isn’t one of those internships where you just sit and read all day. I want you to participate.”
“All right.” He grabbed his notepad.
“So Brandon’s setting up the session for Friday. I want you to start setting up a session for next Thursday. For that Christmas comedy we just started working on.” She turned to Brandon. “What’s that called? I keep forgetting.”
“Christmas in Quebec,” Brandon said with a laugh. 
“Yes, that one. We’re casting the role of the mother, and I want you to set up these twenty women.” Vivien handed Tom a piece of paper with unintelligible handwriting scribbled all over it. “Heather Locklear and Elizabeth Berkeley are meetings only. The rest have to read. I’ll give you more ideas tomorrow.”
“So you want me to just call the agents of these people and set them up for next Thursday?” Tom asked. 
“Yes.”
“What time?”
“Let’s do the morning. Start at eleven, and go until two or so.”
“OK.”
Vivien started walking toward the hallway but stopped, briefly, to look at the intern one final time. “Do you think you can handle that?”
Tom wiped a booger from his nose and smiled proudly. “I think I can handle that.”
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“So what does a casting director do, exactly?”
Vivien found herself in the family section of the video store, confusedly flipping through DVDs of Disney and Warner Brothers animated classics.
She turned to the young girl beside her, who looked no older than sixteen. She had curly brown hair, and a large pair of black-framed glasses.
“What’s your name, sweetie?” Vivien asked.
“Jessica.”
“Hello Jessica. Well you know when you watch a movie and you think, God, this could’ve been great if the actors weren’t so lousy?”
“Yes. All the time.”
“Well let’s just say that casting director didn’t do her job. My job is to find the best actors for each role and present the director with my choices.”
She looked impressed. “So you’re the person who chooses all the actors? That’s pretty cool.”
Vivien finally located some live-action movies, but they still didn’t seem to be what she was looking for. These were G-rated family drivel.
“Well, no, the actors are ultimately chosen at the director and producer’s discretion.”
Jessica’s excitement dwindled. “So you don’t make the final decision.”
“No.”
“Oh.”
Vivien started moving her way down the aisle. She typically loved this movie rental store. It was called Cinafolio, and it was one of the last few independently owned video stores in the Valley. It had opened back in 1991, the first year she started casting, and it had always been her one stop shop for video rentals. The employees were typically college students with strong film backgrounds, but this little twirp didn’t seem to know anything about movies. 
“So what you do is frivolous.”
Vivien was taken aback. “Excuse me?”
“Well if you don’t have final say, then it seems your job doesn’t mean a whole lot.”
“Trust me, kid,” Vivien said, trying to move away from her, “movies need casting directors. We help find actors for every role, from the heroic leading man, to the dorky waitress with one line.”
“Why can’t the director just do all that?”
“Because directors know as much about actors as they do the curvature of their prostates.”
Vivien now found herself in the horror section, face to face with Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees. She sighed and turned around to find the comedy section. The Way We Were. When Harry Met Sally. While You Were Sleeping.
“Why is The Way We Were in the comedy section?” Vivien asked. “That’s a drama.”
Jessica took the copy of The Way We Were and placed it in the horror section next to A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child. “We do what we want here.”
“I see.”
Vivien looked at the bottom of the comedy shelf to see a lone copy of the 2008 remake of The Women. She picked it up and giggled at the awful DVD cover art.
Jessica shivered. “Please don’t rent that. You’ll feel dirty on the outside and empty on the inside.”
Maybe this idiot does have taste after all, Vivien thought.
“Is this the movie where you never see any men?”
“That’s correct,” Jessica said. “All the supporting actors, even the extras, are women. Funny idea but horrible execution. I love Annette Bening but even she was bad.”
Vivien put the DVD back on the shelf. “No men, huh? Well that would be a boring movie to cast, wouldn’t it?” 
The girl didn’t even chuckle; instead, she took another step forward.
Vivien happily obliged to take a step back. “I’m sorry, I thought you were going to help me.”
“Yes. What was your son looking for again?”
“My son is an actor, and he has an audition in a few days. He’s playing a fourteen-year-old drug addict who lives on the streets. I’m trying to find a movie that he can watch for research.”
“Oh, I know the perfect movie. The kid in this film can teach your son a thing or two about acting.”
Jessica stepped into the other aisle, leaving Vivien enough time to stick the piece of cinnamon gum she was chewing inside one of the Puppet Master VHS tapes. 
Jessica handed her a video: The Sixth Sense.
“I don’t think this will help,” Vivien said. 
“Haley Joel Osment is so good in this. He won the Academy Award, you know.”
“I don’t think he did.”
“Yeah, well, I think you’re wrong.”
Vivien tried to imagine how much trouble she’d get into if she slugged this annoying girl in the face.
“I’ll keep looking,” Vivien said.
---
Gavin had three girls standing around him when his mother pulled up to St. Corabi’s Elementary School at Ventura and White Oak. She rolled down her window and almost felt guilty in persuading the boy to walk away from the large batch of pussy. 
“Gavin!”
He looked up and smiled. To this day it made Vivien feel lucky that her only child always looked happy to see her.
“Hey Mom.”
Gavin opened the trunk and threw his backpack inside. He waved to the three girls and jumped into the car. 
“How many girlfriends do you have now?” 
“Very funny, Mom. Just one.”
“Which one of those girls?”
“None of them. You know my girlfriend is Kendyll.”
“The black girl?”
“Yes, Mom. The black girl.”
Vivien started to put the car in reverse. She looked at her son while he stared out of his window. He had just turned thirteen but had a strong maturity about him. He had inherited the dark skin of her husband, and he had a thick head of curly black hair. His lips were striking and full, with a butt chin that most assuredly made Kendyll and all of her friends go wild.
Gavin noticed DVDs on the floor and started reading the backs of them. “What are these for?”
Vivien pulled out of the parking lot and started heading toward home. “For your audition on Friday. I read the sides. You don’t really have any understanding about what kind of kid this is. He’s an orphan, he’s violent, he has a drug problem, and his only friends have syphilis.”
“And you think Stand by Me will help me? Mom, I’ve seen Stand by Me. It’s nothing like that.”
“Oh. Really?”
The plots of movies were starting to fade from Vivien’s usually impeccable memory for the first time in her life.
“Well, you have your acting coach in an hour, so you can talk it over with him. This is important, Gav. This is a series regular on a pilot. This could be your big break. This could be your fame and fortune.”
“I know, Mom. I don’t need another lecture.”
“I just want you to always be one step ahead of the pack. There’s gonna be fifty other little shits trying to steal this part away from you. This pilot already has Lauren Graham and Joshua Jackson attached to it. And I even heard Robert De Niro is circling it as his first starring role on a TV show.”
“Oh yeah? The Taxi Driver guy?”
Vivien moved into a different lane. “It bothers me that you know Taxi Driver.”
“Don’t worry, Mom. I’ve already started doing my research.”
That’s my boy. 

---
Vivien and Gavin were ten minutes late for his session, and the effeminate acting coach made his grievances known by keeping his door locked for more than five minutes.
While her son was getting coached inside the hot second floor room of the ancient Santa Monica building, Vivien found herself pulling out her phone and checking in with Brandon.
“Hey, it’s me. Anything going on?”
“Just setting up the session,” Brandon said. 
“Good. Is Tim setting up his session, too?”
“Yes, he’s been on the phone for hours. We both have. Everything all right with you?”
“Yeah, just busy. You know, the usual. Have you edited today’s session yet?”
“No, not yet.”
“OK, well when you finish setting up for Friday, please start capturing the footage. We need to see the auditions from today to see how everyone reads on camera.”
She heard a sigh with an undercurrent of hatred. “I know. OK.”
“Thank you, Brandon.” 
Vivien hung up before the young man could give her his piece of mind. He had been working for her for almost two years now, and she worried she had allowed him to get too close to her. When an associate started working for her day in and day out, month after month, that associate became a vital part of her life. And sometimes, when that associate felt too comfortable with Vivien, he would feel it appropriate to slack off on his work. She never felt it truer than with Brandon. Sometimes she wondered if he was surfing gay Internet porn all day and giving the interns all the work. 
Gavin exited the room. “All done. What are we having for dinner?”
Vivien stood up, wiping sweat off her forehead, and started walking with her son down the long hallway. “I was thinking breakfast for dinner tonight. How does that sound?”
“Yes! Waffles?”
“Waffles. Eggs. Hash browns. You name it.”
Gavin smiled so big Vivien thought she could feel her heart tripling in size.
They were almost to the exit when a young man turned a corner and nearly bumped into Gavin.
“Oh, sorry,” he said.
“That’s OK.” Gavin kept walking. 
“I’m sorry, I’m so lost. Can you help me?” 
The young man had short, blond hair and an all-American look. His arms were buff enough to bite into, and his firm buttocks stood out prominently down below his back. His forehead was soaking wet, too.
Vivien stopped and turned to him “Yes, honey, what do you need?”
“Oh, hello. I’m here to meet with Mr. Almos. He’s an acting coach. I’ve never been here before.”
“Oh, yes,” she said. “He’s just up the stairs, down the hall, to the right. You can’t miss it. It’s the hottest room in the building.”
He laughed. “Oh, great. Thank you.”
He didn’t take his eyes off Vivien. She tried to look away from him, but her gaze met his in a way she couldn’t fully understand. 
“What’s your name?” he asked.
Vivien put her hand out. “Hi, I’m Vivien. This is my son Gavin.”
Gavin glared at the pretty boy like a lizard who needed his tongue pulled out. 
“I’m Nathan,” he said, not taking his eyes off Vivien. “I’m sorry, but you look really familiar. Are you an actress?”
“No, I’m a casting director actually. My son here is the actor.”
“You’re a casting director?” he asked, not paying any attention to Gavin. “Well that’s a shame. You’re way too beautiful to be behind the scenes.”
Vivien looked at the young man as if she had just been shot in the chest with Cupid’s arrow.
“You’re too kind,” she said. “Anyway, we have to go.”
“OK. Nice meeting you.” He started walking up the stairs.
Gavin turned to his mother with a look of sheer horror. “Mom, I think that guy was into you.”
Vivien chuckled. “No, he wasn’t. I’m a casting director, honey. Actors do it all the time. They try to get me all hot and bothered, just so they can get a part in one of my movies. It’s sad, really.”
Vivien had received glowing reviews about her face and body from other actors before, but the compliments usually rang false. This sweet talk had felt genuine. 
And without that chin blemish, she thought, that kid would be hot. 
She shrugged and reminded herself she was happily married, with a son old enough to be that actor’s best friend.
But as she walked out of the building into the blistering August heat, some sinful thoughts started entering Vivien’s head. 
And she was liking it.
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The Jacuzzi could be found in the backyard past the cement hole known as the pool and in front of the giant mound of dirt known as the grass. It had been installed a little over a month ago. Vivien’s husband thought it would be the perfect addition to the backyard for those cold autumn nights and those freezing winter months that Los Angeles received… pretty much never. Vivien didn’t believe it was necessary, but her husband had wads of cash to shoot out of his pecker, and she ultimately figured they might as well go somewhere. 
Her husband’s name was Patrick Hess, a graduate of the University of California Los Angeles School of Dentistry, 1984. He had started his own dental practice in Valencia in 1985. Upon the advice of one of his patients, Patrick attended a casting call for a feature film in 1992 that was looking for real doctors and dentists for a mockumentary that was to star both Robin Williams and Christopher Guest. The film was never to be, but at his second audition, he met Vivien. She turned down his request for a date more than twenty times, until finally she gave in and allowed him to take her to her favorite sushi restaurant in Westwood. 
Three months later they were married.
Vivien was similar to Patrick in many ways. They both liked to calm down after a long day of work by not saying much of anything to each other. They hated to travel and only took vacations when forced to by others. And they both hated the sun. 
But the one area that Vivien and Patrick always strongly differed was in the subject of children. Vivien didn’t want any; Patrick wanted two. They fought about the issue for the first years of their marriage, but eventually Patrick gave in and decided he loved Vivien enough to not push the subject any further. They discussed adopting—Vivien loved the idea of adding a young teenager to the family, one that was already potty trained, matured, and halfway through high school—but their conversations would never go further than the kitchen table. After being married for five years, Patrick seemed satisfied with the looming truth that he would never be a father.
When Vivien’s best friend Lila became engaged for the third time, she and her fiancée threw a party down in Malibu at a fabulous resort-style mansion, one of those extravagant places with fountains, tennis courts, and a helicopter pad. There was dancing, karaoke, even some stripping, and by the end of the night, Vivien and Patrick were two sixteen-year-olds letting loose. When Vivien opened her eyes in the morning, she knew something was different. The house, which had just hours before been raging with activity, was silent. The morning sunlight was barely cracking over the horizon. Vivien put her hands on her face to feel her cheeks dirty from dried sweat. She felt as gross as a Mexican whore.
Gavin was born eight months later.
When they arrived home, Gavin threw on his green trunks and ran over to the Jacuzzi. He had been using it every single night, despite the mildly hot temperatures outside under the summer stars. 
Vivien opened the back door in the kitchen to let outside the family dog Buster, a black Spanish Mastiff who was Gavin’s second love next to his mother.
“Gavin! Keep an eye on Buster! If that dog runs away again, I’m not chasing after him, do you hear me? He’s your responsibility!” 
“OK, Mom!”    
“And be careful in the Jacuzzi!” 
“OK!”
“I’m gonna start making waffles! Do you want to help me make the batter?”
“No! I’ll just eat the waffles when they’re done! Thanks!”  
She wanted to smack him over the head with her spatula, but she didn’t. She felt a lot of love for her son that night. She didn’t know if it was because she genuinely cared for him on a matriarchal level, or because she was just excited about the prospect of him making loads of cash week after week on a popular television show. If Gavin snagged that role, there would be more checks in the mail than ads for restaurants. 
I love you, my son.
---
Vivien was warming up the maple syrup when her husband charged in from the garage. Patrick didn’t even say hello when he picked up a slice of toast, smothered it with butter, and devoured it.
“Oh my God, I’m starving. I haven’t eaten anything all day.” 
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Vivien said. 
Patrick looked out the window. “Is that Gavin?”
“Yeah, he’s loving that Jacuzzi.”
“See… I told you.” Patrick stood up straight as if to look important. “You’ve been on my ass for the better part of a year about how that would be a waste of money.”
Vivien gave her husband a playful punch on the shoulder. “I guess you were right. I still have to try it out.”
She turned away from Patrick and walked over to the stove. 
“How was work?” Patrick asked, biting into a second slice of toast.
“Busier than ever. I’m casting three movies right now, only one of which I find particularly interesting. But I have to pay my associate, and he only gets paid when I get paid, so…”
“Sucks for him.”
“You have no idea.”
---
“Mom, can I go over to Johnny’s?” 
“It’s a little late, don’t you think?” 
“Please don’t baby me. I’m a teenager now.”
Buster jumped up on his lap, and Gavin fed him some bacon from the table. 
“It’s already dark outside,” Vivien said. “Don’t you have homework to do?”
“I finished it earlier.” 
“OK, well, it’s up to your father.”
Patrick had his nose stuck inside one of his sleep-inducing magazines over on the leather couch. This page-turner looked to be called Finances Weekly. 
“Honey?” Vivien tried to get his attention. That magazine article about eBay seller rates must have been fascinating.
He looked at Vivien, and then over at Gavin. “Yeah, I don’t care. It’s fine.”
“Yes!” Gavin jumped up so high his hands could almost touch the ceiling. “Thanks, Dad!”
“Grab a flashlight at least,” Vivien said.
Gavin complied. He also grabbed a jacket as he walked out the front door. 
Vivien took one more bite of her gooey waffle and sat down next to Patrick on the couch. She pulled out her laptop and powered it up. “Anything new at work?”
Patrick didn’t take his eyes off of the magazine. “I had to fire Cassandra.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, she was spending more time on the phone with her boyfriend than with my patients.”
“She worked for you for a long time.”
“Six months maybe. Wasn’t that long.”
“How are you going to go about finding a replacement?"
He looked up from his magazine and grinned. “The position’s already been filled.” 
“Oh. Guy or girl?”
“It’s another girl.” 
“I see.” 
“What?”
Vivien gave him a playful but jealous look. “Is she pretty?”
“I guess, yeah. Doesn’t have a lot of receptionist experience and I’m taking a chance on her, but so far she’s proving her worth. Why do you care if she’s pretty?”
“Nothing. Forget it.”
Vivien could see Buster scratching at the front door. The dog loved Gavin, and only Gavin.
“Well, what about you?” Patrick asked. “You work with young boys day after day, and you don’t see me complaining.” 
“What boys would you be referring to?”
“How about that associate of yours? How old is he?”
“Brandon?” Vivien let out a hearty laugh.
“Yes.”
Vivien put her feet up on the couch and sighed. “You don’t have to be jealous of Brandon, honey. He doesn’t exactly play for my team.” 
“Oh,” he said. “So he sucks cock.”
Vivien didn’t say anything, stunned at her husband’s choice of words. “Uhh, yeah. As far as I know. I mean, I don’t know for sure. I don’t really ask about his personal life.”
“You should ask him sometime. Maybe you’ll learn something.”
Vivien studied her husband as he picked up another magazine and started reading the table of contents.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Vivien asked. 
Patrick didn’t respond. 
---
That night, she stayed up late to make sure her son came home safely. It was after eleven, and Gavin was talking to his lady friend over the phone. Patrick had been asleep for over an hour. 
When she made sure Gavin was in bed with the light turned off, Vivien walked over to her bathroom. She analyzed her face. It was still vibrant for forty-four, but she had definitely lost something. She washed her face and neck and turned out the light.
She quietly made her way under the silk covers. She felt icky getting in bed with a man brave enough to put down her cock sucking abilities.
She looked at Patrick’s arms. They were thin and gangly, not at all like the beefy ones she had gone crazy for back in 1992. His face was worn down, and his hair had turned a depressing shade of gray. 
She still loved him, of course. She always had.  
But the cock sucking.
If her memory served her correctly, she had only gone down on her husband twice during their entire married life. 
He had gone down on her even less.
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Christopher Bells looked like the hippie version of Santa Claus. His hair was long and stringy, and his beard was as thick as his waist. Down underneath the bushes that surrounded his head was a man both attractive and confident, but he hadn’t let that person out in years. 
The sunshine was still another forty minutes away when Christopher awoke, threw the covers off his bed, and darted for the bathroom, pulling his boxers down below his knees.
Christopher turned to his right. There was no new reading material. He tried to reach for his toothpaste to read all about the wonders of cellulose gum when his bowels started screaming.      
Christopher was forty-one years old. He had been suffering from irritable bowel syndrome since the age of ten. By the time he was eighteen, he had endured two endoscopies, the first of which had been done without anesthesia. By the time he was twenty-five, he had put himself through three CAT scans, six anxiety medications, and even a trip to the colonoscopy clinic. Nothing had been able to fix his problem. 
He had never married, and he rarely dated. The friends he had were seldom and far between. He tried to make conversation with people around his apartment complex, including two teenage boys who lived above him, but one night he got an accusatory look from the old woman next door, and he thought it best not to arouse suspicion. 
The people he related to most were at work. Christopher was a storyboard artist, and a damn good one. Six months ago he had landed a permanent gig at Jiggawatts Studios, located in Chatsworth, as one of three main storyboard artists for the umpteenth new version of Alice in Wonderland, this one told through the eyes of the Red Queen. Jiggawatts was a large building with two floors and various departments; some people worked for the company, and many others didn’t. The workers were all friendly, sometimes even—gasp—chatty. Christopher might have been the oldest person working there, aside from the company CEO, but after a few months, he started to feel like part of a family. He didn’t know if this twisted take on the children’s story would ever actually be made—there had been financial problems burdening the company even before he arrived—but he knew his time there would be worthwhile, if not for the development of his craft, but for the exercising of his people skills. 
Despite his success in the animation arena, one of Christopher’s biggest regrets in life was not pursuing a career in acting. He acted in plays all through his younger years. In third grade he played Peter Pan, in seventh grade he played Peter Parker, and in twelfth grade he played Peter Sellers. He had a knack for impersonating other people, as well as getting under the skin of the most fantastical of characters. 
Growing up in the UK, he had considered pursuing a theatre degree at The Oxford School of Drama, but he decided at a young age to come to America and march in the direction of his other interest—animation. His main reason? The IBS. It had become more and more difficult throughout high school to get through a performance without having to go to the bathroom. His nerves would cripple him, and sometimes he would spend the last hour of a show belting out a ballad while attempting not to unleash a large bowel movement all over the occupied stage. When he had to stop in the middle of a line reading of Romeo & Juliet to run for the nearest toilet, he knew another outlet of creativity, one that would keep him safe inside his own private office, would be the smartest move of his life.
But still, he always wondered…
Christopher stood in the shower for at least five minutes, completely still, before he even started wiping his body down with soap. He was deep in thought. It was six in the morning. He couldn’t see outside his bathroom, but he could sense the sun was there, promising a new day.
He hoped he would see her again today. Christopher worked in the back of the building on the first floor, near some other animators, and he tried whenever possible to keep his door open so that others could stop in to rattle off a few pleasantries, most especially others with whom he imagined he could fall madly in love. 
He had discovered the new tenant at Jiggawatts Studios only recently. She was tall for a woman, strikingly beautiful, and looked close to his age. She had long black hair that he wanted to caress for a fortnight, as well as a smile that could melt the sun itself.
Through some Internet research, he figured out who she was. And he knew immediately after learning her profession that he had to meet her. Her job sounded fun. 
She works with actors.
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Wednesday tended to be Vivien’s busiest day of the week, but as she looked over the day’s schedule while shoving in some morning oatmeal, she found only a lunch and a general meeting penciled in her calendar.
She kicked off her slippers and started walking to her bathroom when Gavin appeared in the doorway. He wore a tight tank top and obnoxiously loose gym shorts, music blasting into his ears from his iPod Nano. 
“Mother,” he said in a proper tone, as if he just aged a few decades. He pulled his earphones down.
“Yes, Son,” she said, playing along.
“I have a question.”
“OK.”
“You’re not gonna like it.”
“What questions do you ask that I like?”
“I was wondering what you were making for dinner tonight?”
Vivien analyzed her son’s belly area, surprised that it wasn’t extended another few inches. 
“Eat your breakfast, ponder your lunch, and later we’ll talk about dinner.”
“No, really,” he said. “What are you making?”
He looked serious. She pushed Buster to the other side of her bed and sat down. “What is it?”
“So you know I’ve been seeing this girl Kendyll.”
“No, Gavin, I don’t give you permission to marry her.” 
He didn’t laugh. “I was wondering if she could have dinner with us tonight.”
Vivien’s eyebrows rose an inch. She opened her mouth, and then closed it, before finally opening it again. “I’m not sure that would be appropriate.”
“Why not?”
“Well, how would she get here?”
“Her dad can drop her off.”
Vivien scooted back toward her pillows and tried to get comfortable. She avoided eye contact with her little boy as she decided on her answer.  
“No.”
“Why?”
“You know why.”
Gavin crossed his arms. “I don’t want to have sex with her, Mom.”
Did he just say what I think he said?
“I’m sorry, no,” she said. “My answer is no.”
Gavin bit his lip and started tapping his fingers against the wall. “Well, I already asked Dad, and he said yes!” 
He ran out of the room and slammed the door before Vivien could respond. 
Christ, she thought, why does he even bother?
Vivien tried to shake the conversation from her head as she walked into her bathroom. She looked at herself in the mirror. Vivien was one of those beauties that needed extra work in the morning to look good. Moments out of bed, she could be confused with being the illegitimate child of Barbara Bush and Beetlejuice. 
A few minutes later, she would be the Queen again.
---
After a trip to the cleaners, she called the office at 10:15.
When her associate first started working for her nearly two years ago, he had promised her nine to seven, ten hours a day, fifty hours a week. As the days turned into weeks, and weeks turned into months, Brandon started to come in later and later. She was OK with 9:30, but anything after that seemed a bit late even for Tinseltown working standards. Somehow, after all this time, he had started coming in even later than ten, as if he needed extra time to sleep or eat or penetrate his boyfriend’s ass or whatever the hell he did. The excessive lateness was starting to grate on her.
Of course, the phone kept ringing. She let out a sigh but was surprised to hear Brandon pick up the phone before she could leave her message.
“Hello?” He sounded out of breath.
“Brandon?”
“Yes. Hey V. How are you?” 
“Good. What’s going on?”
“What do you mean?”
 “Are there any messages I should know about?” 
There was silence. She wondered if he had actually put her on hold. “No,” he said. “Just checked. No messages.”
“You just checked the messages while you were on the phone with me?”
“No, of course not. I checked them a while ago. There was nothing.”
“OK,” she said, recognizing his lies. “Do you have your list of things to do in front of you?”
She could tell in this second moment of silence that he didn’t. She could also tell through his breathing that he was mocking her.
“No, I still have to print it,” he said. “Sorry. I’ll print it right now.”
Vivien wanted to scream, but she held herself together. “Brandon, I can’t emphasize this enough. There is so much going on this office. I’ve got so much shit swirling around in my head, I’m surprised I haven’t had a brain aneurism. You are my right hand person. You are the one that I need to depend on. Do you understand that?”
“Yes, of course.”
“I need you to get in at 9:30, OK? None of this 10:15 bullshit.”
“OK.” She could tell that he was pissed. 
“I need you to be on top of things more. I sense you’re a little too comfortable. When you get in, I want messages checked right away, and I want you to get to work on your to-do list. I want you so fucking prepared, you’re excited to see my cell number flash across your screen, you understand me?” 
“OK, Vivien.”
He hadn’t called her Vivien in a while.
“OK. I don’t mean to be hard on you, Brandon. I just can’t have this slacking off. The interns can slack off if they want. You need to be on it. You are my eyes and ears at all times.”
“I get it.” 
She could sense he wanted to slam the phone down. She had said everything she needed to say.
“Speaking of interns, who’s in today?”
“Just me. We don’t have any interns on Wednesdays, remember?”
“Oh that’s right. We need to change that. Things are too busy without some extra help.”
“I know,” he said. “That’s why I scheduled you to meet with some interns tomorrow afternoon.” 
“Oh, great. Perfect. See? It’s that kind of preparation I’m talking about!”
“It’s what I’m here for.”
A minute later she was off the phone. She didn’t like wailing on her associates, interns, and the Mexican family who collected her trash, but sometimes she just had to remind everyone who was the boss.
Nice girls finish last. Always have, always will. 
--
Lila Perrington was nearing her fifty-third birthday, but she didn’t look a day over forty. Her hair was long and blonde, and her skin was miraculously soft and smooth. She was dressed all in black, with a fashionable belt and over-sized high heels thrown in for good measure. Her lipstick was a shiny pink.
Lila was a B-level actress who had some bit parts in movies and TV shows dating all the way back to 1976, but she thought of herself as the most powerful celebrity in Hollywood. She had acted in scenes with the likes of Warren Beatty, Gene Hackman, and Kris Kristofferson but lately found herself lucky to share the screen with the most maudlin of soap opera actors.
When she walked toward the back of Tapestry Café at Laurel Canyon and Burbank, however, she carried herself like a true movie star. She and Vivien hugged like the old friends they were and took their seats. 
“I’ve never been here before,” Lila said.
“Oh?” 
Lila didn’t bother looking up from her menu. “You could’ve warned me this was a new place. I damn well couldn’t find parking for miles.”
“They have valet in the front.”
Lila took off her sunglasses and smiled, her pearly whites making themselves known to all interested parties around her. “It was a joke, sweetie.”
A waiter appeared almost instantly. Lila seemed to take offense when he didn’t acknowledge her presence.
“Would you care for some bread?” he asked.
Lila stared into the waiter’s eyes with an immediate sexual desire, even though he looked about forty years her junior. “What kind of bread do you have, my dear?” 
“White.”
“That sounds good. We’ll have that.”
“Uhh, OK,” he said. “Can I get you ladies anything to drink?”
“What’s your name?” Lila asked, removing her sunglasses.
He hesitated at first. “My name’s Wesley.”
“Do you mind if I call you Wes?”
“Uhh, that’s fine, I guess.” He looked to be in his early twenties. He had short brown hair and a tan. Vivien didn’t find him all that attractive, and she didn’t know why Lila was making such a fuss.
Lila smiled, again granting her teeth an appearance. “How old do you think I am, honey?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Think of it as a game. Just guess. How old?”
The waiter didn’t seem to like where this conversation was headed. “I’d rather not.”
“Try me.”
“Umm...”
“Yes?”
“Fifty?”
Vivien could see the formation of Lila’s mouth turn from a flirtatious smile to the snarl of a pit bull.  
“Thank you,” Lila said. “You may go now.”
The waiter nodded, briefly, and turned to Vivien. “Did either of you want something to drink?”
“Go!” Lila shouted. 
He looked thankful to have a reason to run the other way. 
“Fifty,” Lila said, bringing her hands up to her face and looking at Vivien. “Is this the face of a fifty-year-old?” 
“Of course not.”
Lila shook her head and laughed. “The nerve of that guy. I swear.”
Vivien made a pouty face. “Well, to give the guy credit, he actually guessed pretty close.”
“Shame on you,” Lila said. “Any guess above forty is a guess that is wrong. Nobody will ever know my real age. You know that.”
“Well, what about the Internet? Your age is on there.”
The waiter returned with some food. Lila looked ready to cut his throat as she grabbed the breadbasket from him and started buttering the smallest slice. 
“I know,” Lila said. “I’ve tried to change my age on that fucking Internet Movie Database website so many times I’ve lost count. Nobody works at that company. It’s so hard to get things removed from your page. Did you know I’ve been credited for an episode of Dallas that I never even shot? They list me with a character name and everything.”
“Yeah, well, good for you,” Vivien said, taking a piece of bread for herself. “I’m credited as a casting consultant on Speed 2: Cruise Control, even though I was long gone from Fox at that time. The only advice I ever gave on that film was to pay Keanu Reeves anything he wanted. The executives ignored me.”
“How’s your family?” Lila asked, changing the subject. “How’s little Gavin?”
“Not little anymore. The kid’s dating, if you can believe it.”
“Really? That must be weird for you.”
“You have no idea,” Vivien said. 
“Has he gotten any new acting jobs?”
“He has an audition on Friday for a series regular on a pilot. He’s been preparing for it like crazy. I’m crossing my fingers.”
“Your son is so close to stardom, it’s ridiculous. Getting that part in the Nicolas Cage movie was step one. All he needs is that one casting director to give him the second big opportunity, the kind of opportunity I haven’t gotten in years.” Lila started buttering another slice of bread. “Do you ever think about that, Viv? About how your decisions can literally change lives?”
“Not since I started casting indies.”
“Oh don’t be such a stick in the mud. You make interesting casting choices all the time. You put Mary-Kate Olsen in that stripper role, for Pete’s sake.”
Vivien pushed the breadbasket aside so as not to fatten herself up with any more carbs. 
“Who am I kidding, Lila? I’m in the lazy stage of my career where most of the films I cast never see the light of day, and when they do, it’s on the bottom rung of the video shelves.”
Lila kept up her positive attitude. “No, I refuse to feel sorry for you. You have an exciting project just around the corner, I can feel it. Especially if you cast me in it.”
“What have you been working on lately, anyway?” 
“Well my agent gets me audition after audition, but they’re all bullshit. They’re all tiny parts in SAG modified low budget features, and what I really want to do is television. When I did that arc on Cheers back in the 80’s, I swear it was pure bliss. Now I’m relegated to guest stars, if I’m lucky. You know my agent actually sent me out on a co-star role?”
“You’re joking.”
“No.” Lila looked around her to make sure nobody was listening. “I arrived at the audition space, prepared as can be. I get in the room, and it’s these two young kids who looked no older than fifteen, and they tell me that most of my scenes had been cut, the character’s last name was dropped, and the role was condensed to four lines. I just about spat in their pre-pubescent faces.”
“So what did you do?”
“I just left.”
“You left?”
“It bruises my ego enough to still have to audition after all these years,” Lila said. “I mean, don’t people know my work by now? It’s ridiculous.”
“Yeah, I still have to interview for casting gigs. After twenty years. It’s insulting.”
“It’s humiliating.”
“It’s ridiculous.” 
Lila turned to her left. “Where’d that fucking waiter go? I’m starving.”
“I think you scared him off. 
Vivien was annoyed. She was hungry, too. 
But she was saving her appetite for something special.  
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Vivien gave her glove compartment a high five when she found a parking spot adjacent to the little cupcake shop known as Vanilla Dreams, a tiny hole-in-the wall that sat at the back of a shopping center in Burbank. While other casting directors liked to hold general meetings with actors at coffee shops and offices, Vivien preferred making an excuse to please her sweet tooth. 
She walked inside and found herself standing in line behind a married couple who looked to be nearing their ninetieth wedding anniversary. 
A chipper female employee wearing an obnoxious pink hat and purple button-up shirt greeted the old couple. “Welcome to Vanilla Dreams. How may I help you today?”
The old woman turned to her husband. “What did she say?”
“She said, what do you want.”
“Well I don’t know what I want.”
“Well you have to decide, honey. This young lady here wants to take our order.”
Vivien wasn’t in a hurry by any means but she had zero patience for incompetence. 
Just die and do us all a favor. 
She cracked her neck a few times, and then noticed she had some text messages on her phone. She checked to see two messages from Brandon telling her about cancellations for Friday’s casting session. 
But then Vivien saw something strange. She blinked and re-focused her eyes on the phone to make sure what she was seeing was real.
 She had a text from Patrick. He had never text her in his entire life.   
He seemed to have done it quickly too, as if he hadn’t been secretly pondering to do it all day. 
THINKING OF U was all the text said.
Vivien forgot all about the living dead in front of her and read the three words over and over again. Then she read them again. She didn’t even realize her husband knew that one could substitute ‘u’ for ‘you’ in a text message. 
She checked one last time to make sure that this truly was from her husband’s cell phone. It was. She smiled and put her phone away. She figured it best to leave it be and not answer him back. She thought that maybe he could get lucky tonight.  
If he’s a good boy.
“Excuse me, ma’am?”
Vivien looked up to see that the old couple had vanished.
“What can I get you?” the girl asked.
Vivien analyzed the wall of flavors and thought maybe she should try something new for a change. But it was Wednesday. And tradition had to stay put.
“I’ll go with the pumpkin.”
“Latte for me, please,” a voice said behind her.
She recognized the voice immediately and turned around. Garrett Skyler, once an adorable child actor, was now a twenty-one-year-old hunk. 
“Garrett! Hi!” 
They hugged like old friends, even though she hadn’t seen him in forever. 
“It’s so good to see you,” Vivien said. “How are you?” 
“I’m doing good,” he said, revealing his swoon-worthy smile. “Really good, actually. I’m working a lot. Keeping busy. How about you?”
“Oh, you know me. When you’re busy, I’m busier.” Vivien looked him over. She liked what she saw. “You look great, Garrett.”
Great was underselling it. Spectacular seemed the appropriate word.
Vivien started auditioning little Garrett Skyler back in her studio days when he was just six years old. She cast him in his first major studio movie, and she got to see him grow over the years from child actor to teen heartthrob. He was cast as the lead in a popular show called Teen Vamp at age fourteen, and he immediately hit the A-list. With each passing year, it became more difficult to get Garrett to audition for her, and she hadn’t seen him in at least a year. 
“So I took this meeting with you today,” she said as the two took their seats at a table outside, “because I wanted to catch up on your career and also to see the young man you’ve become. My God, the ladies must be crawling all over you.”
“Thank you,” he said, taking a sip of his latte. “But I’m a one-woman man now. I’m getting married next year.”
“Oh wow! Congratulations!”
“Her name’s Shelby. We’re getting married on her birthday next June.” 
“That’s so romantic. I can’t believe how fast you’ve grown up.”
She tousled his hair, as if he were six again. He looked displeased.
“No?” she asked, instantly embarrassed at her inappropriate behavior. “You used to love when I messed with your hair.”
He didn’t respond. He straightened up in his chair and took another sip of his drink.
She needed to change the subject fast. She started unwrapping her cupcake, revealing a large swirl of cream cheese smothered atop a mountain of pumpkin perfection. “Mmm. This looks delicious.”
“Yeah, wow, that does look pretty good.”
“Care for a taste?” 
She pushed her cupcake over to him. She hadn’t even taken a bite yet. He shook his head and started pushing the cupcake back.
“You sure?” she asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
“You’re missing out.”
As she pulled the cupcake back to her side of the table, her elbow caught the edge of his latte.
In what seemed to play out in slow motion, Garrett’s drink tipped to the left, then to the right, and then all over his shirt and pants. He pushed his chair back and jumped to his feet.
“Fuck!”
“Oh my God! Garrett! I’m so sorry!”
He grabbed the only napkin on the table and started rubbing down his t-shirt and jeans. 
“I’m really sorry,” Vivien said. “Do you need me to get you another napkin?”
“No, it’s fine. I have a change of clothes in my car.” 
Garrett walked to the parking lot and was back at their table in less than a minute. He held a tank top and gym shorts under his arm.
“I was going to the gym after this anyway.”
Vivien remained sitting. “Well, again, I’m sorry. Don’t know why I’m so clumsy.”
Garrett glanced around to make sure nobody was watching and in one swift move, he took off his tan shirt to reveal an even tanner body. 
Look at his face. Don’t look away from his face.
She tried to focus on his eyes, his chin, anything.
Goddammit, you sick bitch. He’s a child. Keep your eyes on his face.
She couldn’t help it. Her eyes found the sumptuous sight of Garrett’s hairless chest. His body screamed perfection. From neck to belly button, he was a wonder to behold. Garrett stretched for a quick second, allowing just enough time for Vivien to catch a glimpse of the hair resting inside his armpits.        
And then Garrett started to undo his belt.
Please, no.
She could hear the sound of the prison bars clanging shut.
You sick horny bitch. Stop it. 
She couldn’t help it. She imagined a car coming up behind him, splashing his whole body with water. She imagined he would then be convinced to remove all his clothes, revealing his tighty whities, and his large, pulsating penis.
He undid the belt. 
Vivien couldn’t believe she was the only person in the vicinity with a vagina witnessing this moment. 
She cleared her throat. “So. Do you work out a lot?”
His phone started vibrating. “Hold on. Give me a minute.”
Garrett walked inside the cupcake shop, presumably to use the bathroom. Vivien looked out on the busy street, wondering if she should just make a run for it, knowing that this general meeting couldn’t get any more awkward, or more incriminating. 
Finally the boy returned, said he had to run to meet with his agent at Creative Artists Agency, and gave Vivien a goodbye hug. She hugged him back, not like a woman nearing an orgasm, but as a mother wishing her son a great first day at school.
Before he left, Garrett ran to his car and brought Vivien back his glossy piece of advertising material. His picture on the front was serious and mature, and all the credits on the back were up to date.
“My newest headshot. Enjoy.”
“I will,” she said.
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Vivien was shoving a plate of sweet potato fries in the oven and trying her best not to think about Garrett Sexypants when her son walked in the front door hand in hand with a girl.
Buster started barking, and Vivien turned to her right. Kendyll was lighter-skinned than she expected. She looked like a young Halle Berry. 
“Mom,” Gavin boasted proudly, as if he were showing off his own Academy Award, “this is Kendyll. Kendyll, this is my mom.”
Kendyll nodded. “Hello Mrs. Slate. It’s very nice to meet you.”
“Pleasure.” 
Vivien walked back to the kitchen, wanting to avoid any further conversation with the temptress. But Kendyll followed. Gavin kneeled down and started playing with Buster. 
“What are you making?” the girl asked.
“Oh, nothing special. Just some turkey burgers with avocado—”
“So Gavin tells me you’re a casting director?” Kendyll blurted out the question without any transition or hesitation.
Vivien chuckled. “That’s right, dear.”
“I was wondering if you could possibly help me get an acting job?”
Vivien just stared at her, dumbfounded at the girl’s tenacity. “I beg your pardon?”
“You put actors in movies, right?”
“Uh huh.”
“Well, I want to be in a movie.”
Vivien had to keep her hand on her spatula to keep from bringing her fist against the obnoxious girl’s face.
“Well, do you have an agent?”
Kendyll jumped up on the kitchen counter and started dangling her feet in the air as if she were relaxing by a summer pool. “I have a commercial agent. But I think I can do better.”
“I’ll have to look at your reel. Do you have a reel?”
“Duh.”
Gavin thankfully appeared to take the annoying girl away. He grabbed Kendyll’s arm and pulled her out of the kitchen. Vivien gave her the evil eye as Gavin guided her toward his bedroom. She didn’t appreciate being taken advantage of, especially by young girls who were already taking advantage of her own child. 
I swear, if she hurts my little boy…
The front door opened again, and this time the dog didn’t bark. That meant Daddy was home.
“Hi Dad!” Gavin called from the living room as he took Kendyll into his bedroom, softly shutting the door behind him.
Vivien threw her spatula on the kitchen sink. “Hey! Gavin!” 
There was silence for a moment, and then some giggling.
He poked his head out of his bedroom door, just as Patrick entered the living room. “Yes, Mother?”
“You keep your door open, you hear me! You keep it open!”
Patrick appeared to Vivien’s right. “That’s right, boy. Listen to your mother.”
Kendyll waved to Patrick. “Hi Mr. Hess.”
“Hi Kendyll. Nice to see you again.”
Patrick grabbed a slice of cheddar cheese and started nibbling on it. Vivien picked up her spatula and turned it toward Patrick as if it were a weapon.
“Wait a second,” she said. “You’ve seen her before?”
Patrick leaned against the kitchen counter and smiled. “Honey, don’t get mad. I’ve been meaning to tell you. She’s come over a few times. In the day.”
“What!” She was shocked. 
“It’s fine. It’s innocent. Gavin brings her over to study. That’s all.”
“To study? What are you, a fucking moron? My God, I can’t believe I’m hearing this!”
Patrick just laughed. “Don’t worry. I checked in on them on my lunch break. They’re playing by the rules.”
“Yeah, but what happens when you’re not on your lunch break?” 
“Gavin’s a good kid. You need to start believing that.”
“When he’s eighteen, he can do whatever the hell he wants. Right now? He has no right to have girls over unsupervised!”
Patrick reached for one of the sliced avocados on the kitchen counter when Vivien slapped his hand away.
“No!”
And then, with a look of terrifying menace on her face, Vivien charged into the living room and kicked open Gavin’s door. He was kissing Kendyll on her neck. 
“I want you to go home,” Vivien said to Kendyll, walking up to the bed. “I want you to leave right now. I mean it.”
Kendyll looked speechless. Gavin stood up, his mouth agape. 
“Mom! Don’t talk to my girlfriend that way! Take that back!”
“I don’t feel comfortable with her here, Gavin. I’ve said it before and I’m saying it again now. I don’t care if you’re a teenager. I don’t care if your hormones are running wild. You are still my son, you live under my roof, and you have to do what I tell you to do.”
“But what about Dad? He said she could come over!”
“Do I look like I give a shit?” 
Kendyll grabbed for her bag. “I should just go,” she said.
“No!” Gavin yelled.
“It’s OK,” she said. “I can call my dad and he can come pick me up. It’s totally fine.”
“No, it’s not fine. This is fucked!”  
Vivien never heard him use the f-word before. “Gavin Hess! You are in big trouble, mister!”
Then, without warning, Gavin grabbed his backpack and threw it across the room. It slammed into the wall, barely missing his framed poster of The Hangover. He grabbed Kendyll’s hand and escaped through his back door that led into the backyard.     
Vivien tried to process what had taken place. Her mind was racing. Her heart was pounding. She looked down at her hands and saw that they were shaking. 
Back in the kitchen, the turkey burgers had become charcoal, and the pan they were on was smoking. 
“Damn it,” Vivien said. 
Patrick was reading a magazine. “You should’ve played it cool, honey. Should’ve played it cool.”
Vivien started sliding the patties onto the paper plates, but the third patty missed and fell toward the floor. She tried to catch it but her uncoordinated movement caused the entire pan to fall over and crash against the hardwood floor. 
“Oh shit!” 
Patrick got out of his chair and walked up to the icky mess of white meat and black grease. “Jesus Christ, let me handle this.” 
Vivien tossed the pan back up on the counter and charged out of the room. 
---
“Honey?” Patrick asked, digging his fork into a bowl of watery spaghetti, nearly an hour since the turkey burger disaster. 
“Yes?”
“What’s your schedule like tomorrow?”
Vivien looked up from her salad bowl with confusion. He rarely asked her about her schedule. “Why? What, do you want to grab lunch or something?”
“No, nothing like that,” he quickly responded. “I was just wondering if you were going to pick Gavin up from school? I thought I’d pick him up for once. I hate that he walks home every day.”
Vivien shook her head. “Are you kidding me? His ass is walking home every day from now until eternity! After the stunt he pulled tonight? It’s the least we can do.”
“OK, yeah.” He pursed his lips and played with the noodles with his fork. “I guess you’re right. I just thought it’d be nice.”
“Let’s try not being nice to him for a change. Maybe he’ll learn something.”
“My day’s kind of swamped tomorrow, anyway,” Patrick said. “My new secretary is packing my schedule so tight, I barely have time to breathe.” 
“Yeah? My associate would prefer there to never be any work. I give him a task to do and he scoffs at me.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
Vivien managed a smile and started feeding some of the black turkey meat to the dog.
“Too bad for him, though,” she continued. “Tomorrow’s a crazy day for me, too. We have an all day session. Eleven to four.” 
“Wow. Do you even get a lunch break?”
“No. Not tomorrow.” 
“So you’ll be at your office most of the day?”
“That’s correct.” She put her right hand on Patrick’s. “Don’t worry. I’ll be home in time to make you a nice, healthy supper, my dear.”
She got up from the table and tossed out the rest of her salad. 
“And then Friday I have another session,” she said. “That’s all afternoon, too.”
“But you love it, don’t you?”
She walked over to Patrick and gave him a hug from behind. “Not as much as I love you.”
Vivien kissed him on his left cheek. Patrick looked to be searching for a response when Gavin stormed into the house, alone. He raced to his room and slammed the door behind him, not once making eye contact with his parents. 
Patrick chuckled. “I guess he came to his senses.”
“Do you think I should—”
Patrick shook his head with assurance. “No. You sit this one out. Let me talk to him.”
“Yeah, well, he’s got a lot of apologizing to do, that’s all I have to say.” Vivien started making her way toward her bedroom. “I’m gonna hit the sack. Will I see you in the morning?”
 “Probably not,” he said. “I have a patient at seven. I’ll be out of here bright and early.”
“OK. Well, have a good day at work.”
Almost forgot.
“Oh! And Patrick?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you for your text today. That was really sweet.”
He stared at her with a blank expression. But then he nodded, and smiled. “Yes. Of course.”
Vivien didn’t bother washing her face or urinating, even though she felt like both were required before she could fall asleep. She just jumped onto the bed, got under the covers, and turned out the light. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.
Tomorrow’s gonna be a good day.
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“You’ve gotta be fuckin’ kidding me.”
The tall, attractive man, who sported a six-pack of perfection and a clean-shaven face, shook the door a second time. It wouldn’t budge. 
He turned around and shivered. He looked at his watch. 4:42 A.M. It was dark inside the gym, and there didn’t appear to be anyone reporting to work yet.
“Come on. This is such bullshit.”
He started doing lunges back and forth between the entrance of the gym and the winding staircase that led down to the empty parking lot.
Ten minutes later he saw movement. He pounded on the doors again and waved. 
A young girl, who looked to be yawning for as long as he had been standing outside in the cold, stumbled up to the door. She cracked it open and stuck her head out.
“Sorry. We don’t open for another ten minutes.”
He smiled at her. “I’d just like to start stretching. Can you let me in?”
“I can’t let you in before five. That’s the rule.”
“Who’s to know? Honestly?”
Tyler Stiletto knew that this girl would probably have sex with him here and now if he asked, despite how tired she looked. And she’d like it, too. He’d invited a girl home the weekend before whom he met at the gym. They hadn’t hit it off, but they still fucked a few times.
“What’s your name?”
“Helen.”
“Hi Helen. I’m Tyler. I don’t believe we’ve met.”
He put his hand out. Instead of shaking it, she looked at her watch. 4:53.
“All right, come in. I still need to turn some lights on in the back.”
“Thank you.”
He thought about giving her a peck on the cheek but deemed it too risky. He didn’t want to give her the wrong impression and get sued later that day for sexual harassment. He had enough on his plate as it was. 
Tyler started with the elliptical machines, and then made his way to the free weights. He finished his workout with push-ups and crunches.   
When he arrived home, he took a quick shower. He was already behind schedule.
His closet housed eight different black suits. He had more than thirty different ties. Six pairs of black slacks hung on the rack. 
He checked his cell phone. Zero messages. 
Let’s change that.
---
He was at his office at seven. He managed to grab a cinnamon dolce latte on the way, skinny, of course, with no whipped cream. He checked his messages and started making calls.
7:20. “Good morning, Karen. Tyler here. Listen, I understand your director wants to set up Vincent for a meeting. I’m sorry to say that Vincent is being very choosy right now, and he’s not really looking to work with first-time directors. I think your best course of action would be to shoot over an offer. Then we’ll talk. Otherwise, it’s a pass.”
7:49. “Ludwig, it’s Tyler. Good morning to you. It’s nearly eight o’clock on August 16. I am sitting in my office, staring at my inbox, not seeing an offer from you. I think I made myself clear yesterday that Nicole would be offer only, and that there is no way in hell that Mitch would read. He’s done recurring guest stars. He’s been in some big movies. That you want to set him up to read for a director who’s done next to nothing is embarrassing, to tell you the truth.”
8:03. “Joseph. Tyler speaking. I got your offer yesterday for Nicole and sent her the script for interest. I don’t think she’s gonna go for it. She’s kind of sick of horror at the moment, and for her to play the second lead in a slasher flick whose budget is lower than the last one she headlined last year is a bad sign. The money is decent, so I sent it on to her for interest. But most likely she will pass. You will need to up the price to really get her attention. But I should let you know by Monday at the latest.”
8:25. “Flower Gypsy, hey, it’s your buddy Stiletto. Give me a call. I wanted to follow up with you on your new projects. According to my database, the last film you cast was last January. What are you working on now? Anything happening? Flower Gypsy, it’s getting closer to the holidays, and we need to start making some money. You hear me? I want you to make money. I want me to make money. Let’s all help each other make each other filthy fuckin’ rich. You get me? Call me!”
The second person to arrive on his floor walked in around 8:30. She held a large coffee in her left hand and a pink cell phone in her right. She was talking to a friend about an upcoming weekend party. She took a seat and gave Tyler a look of pity.
Turn away from me you filthy whore. I will have my day. Just you wait.
For the first time since he had arrived at work, he put the phone down and started checking his e-mails. It was mostly spam, but the e-mails that did matter were getting replies with a rapid response. He used all five fingers on his left hand, but only his index finger on his right. He had hoped one day he would learn how to use all ten of his fingers so he could move at an even faster pace. But now was not the time. He had work to do.
From the outside observer, Tyler Stiletto didn’t look close to his real age. Thirty-two years old, with short black hair and dimples, he looked ten years younger. He took care of his face and body, and it showed. He had graduated from USC School of Theater almost nine years ago, and he immediately segued into an Agent Trainee program at International Creative Management. He spent two grueling years in the mailroom, and then worked his way up to being an assistant to a junior agent. Then, for four years, he worked eighteen-hour days assisting the most demanding, bullying, heinous agent in all of Hollywood named Artie Fassbender, until the day finally arrived when the man died of a much expected heart attack. A week later Tyler received a gracious offer to join a smaller agency called Paragon. The clientele was limited, and he would be just one of four talent agents at the company. But the future looked bright. He had already signed fifteen fresh-faced new clients. Fourteen were actors, and one was a director.  
Tyler looked across the floor to see a few more people trickling in, talking on their cell phones, laughing with one another. Tyler knew that few of these people had the kind of ambitions that he did. He had just spent the last decade of his life slaving for what he was about to accomplish. He had no wife, no girlfriend, no kids, and no commitments. His only two goals right now were money and power. And he was going to do everything he could to secure them.
He took another sip of his latte and started scrolling through the morning’s project breakdowns. He had at least thirty more to call on. He decided to start with the project listed at the bottom. 
Christmas in Quebec? Gag.
He dialed the number listed and waited for an answering machine. He looked at the clock. It was 9:05. He had been awake for five hours. And this office he was calling didn’t even have a lowly intern answering the phones yet. 
“Good morning, Mr. Tommy Boy at Slate Casting,” he said on the voicemail. “This is Tyler. I got your e-mail about the appointments for next Thursday for Christmas in Quebec. Look, I need more info about this project before I send it out to my girls. Do you have a script? And what’s the budget on this? Have Vivien call me. I need to talk to her about this.”
He hung up before giving his number. He never gave his number. 
They should know. I’m Tyler fucking Stiletto.
Call number two was next. 
He still had another thirteen hours ahead of him. 
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“I don’t want to talk to you,” Gavin said.
“Honey. Please.”
Vivien sat at the edge of Gavin’s bed and started straightening out his sheets. He wasn’t looking at her. 
“Mom?”
“Yes?”
“Please go away.”
“Gavin. This is ridiculous.”
She grabbed his arm. He sat up, almost robotically, and pushed her away. She had to put her hand out against the floor to keep herself from falling.   
“That’s it!” she shouted. “That does it! You’re grounded!”
Gavin pulled the covers up over his body. Only the top of his dark brown hair could be seen. “Fine.”
“Fine!”
“Mom?”
“What!” She was still yelling.  
Gavin’s voice turned into nothing more audible than a whimper. “I don’t feel so good.”
It was moments like this when Vivien tried to imagine a reality where she didn’t have a kid. The first hour of her morning had been headache-free, but now she felt a migraine coming on.
She walked to the other side of the bed and grabbed him by the shoulder.
“Get up, damn it!”
“Mom… I feel sick…”
“Yeah? Unless you throw up all over me, right this second, you’re going to school.”
“I’m not that kind of sick. I just have a headache.”
“Yeah, well you know what? I get headaches every day, Gavin. All the time, in fact. Do you see me lying around the house? No. I work. I kill myself from morning to night providing for you.”
“Doesn’t Dad make most of the money?”
Vivien started throwing clothes at him.
“In the shower! Move!”
She pushed him all the way to his bathroom. He looked up at her with his big, sad eyes.
“OK,” he said. “I’m going.”
“Thirty minutes.” 
She was happy to hear the water start running, finally, about ten minutes later, but then she found herself wondering what he had been doing for those ten minutes.
---
“You’re late,” Vivien said, pulling up to the middle school. 
They had spent most of the car ride looking away from each other, not saying a word. She wasn’t finding things as awkward as he was, but she never liked it when Gavin felt weird around her. In a perfect world, they would be happy and joyful all the time, with him loving her more and more with each passing day. But she knew where puberty showed its mean, ugly face would be the place of her son’s increasingly hostile viewpoint toward her and his father. There was nothing she could do. 
“Mom?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m sorry I said the f-word last night.” He bit his bottom lip and looked up at her, again with those innocent, puppy-dog eyes. “I promise I won’t do that anymore.”
Well here’s a nice surprise to start off the day. “Oh, Gavin.” She kissed him on his forehead and hugged him tight. Her earlier thoughts of Gavin’s non-existence escaped her. She didn’t want to let him go. “You sure you feel OK?”
“I feel fine,” he said, trying to wrangle out of her grasp. 
“OK. Well, have a good day at school. I love you.”
“You too. Bye Mom.”
Gavin grabbed his backpack and slammed the passenger side door shut. He sprinted to the front of the school and disappeared into the darkness of the empty halls.
Vivien smiled and took out her cell phone. She knew it was time, finally, to reply to her husband’s text. She didn’t want to seem like it had been something she was thinking a lot about, but she ended up sitting in that middle school parking lot for at least five minutes trying to come up with something short and witty to say. 
GOOD MORNING HONEY was all she could think of. 
She sighed, disappointed with her black hole of creativity, and hit ‘send.’
---
Patrick’s forty-ninth birthday was coming up on Sunday, and Vivien still had no idea what to get him. Patrick was one of those guys who had everything he wanted, and all he seemed to have desired lately was that damn Jacuzzi, which he had gone out and purchased without her consent.  
She tried to remember back to their first few dates. What had he talked about? What had he wanted out of life? Maybe a nostalgic gift, paired with a night of overdue lovemaking, would bring back the spice to their relationship. She thought long and hard.
Vivien found herself walking around the Northridge Mall, aimlessly browsing from store to store with the knowledge that she had at least another hour to kill before the day’s big casting session for Christmas in Quebec. 
She remembered their first date way back in July of 1992. They had gone to catch a movie but had trouble deciding what to see. Patrick was dying to check out Universal Soldier, while she hadn’t yet gotten around to seeing Whoopi Goldberg ham it up in Sister Act. When they arrived to the theater, Patrick was the first to acquiesce to her demands, but there was a problem. Sister Act had recently been pulled from the theater. Trying not to panic, they went through their other options.
There was only one movie they could decide on. While Vivien didn’t typically enjoy action movies, she did enjoy the work of Tim Burton. Patrick did, too. At the time he owned two copies of Edward Scissorhands, one on VHS, the other on laserdisc. They didn’t even need to say it to one another. Patrick turned to the ticket booth lady and bought two tickets to Batman Returns.
They both acknowledged later over two plates of mahi-mahi that the film hadn’t been as good as the one with Nicholson, but today, standing in the mall, Vivien remembered something he had told her that night.
“I’m never going to forget that movie for as long as I live because it will always remind me of you.”
Vivien suddenly found herself wandering through a poster store near the back of the mall. The place had a bit of everything, and there was a generous selection of movie posters near the front. She looked through the action posters, where the only Batman posters she could find featured Adam West. 
She approached the checkout counter. A young man with earrings and shoulder-length hair was sitting on a stool, reading a slim book about art. She cleared her throat to get him to notice her.
“Yes?” the man asked. 
Vivien grinned. “I’m looking for a poster. To a film.”
“Uh huh.”
“Batman Returns?”
He just stared at her. “Did you check the action section?”
 “Yeah. Wasn’t there.”
“Well, I’m sorry, but then we probably don’t—” He stopped. He looked up at the ceiling, as if he expected a magical elevator to drop in from the sky.
She stared at him. “Yes? What is it?”
“Wait? Batman Returns, did you say?”
“Yes.”
“Not The Dark Knight?”
“No.”
“Stay here a moment,” he said, scratching his beard and standing up. “This might be your lucky day.”
He stepped into the back room. Vivien put her back to the counter. She looked at her cell phone. It was 10:30. There were no messages from the office. Worse, there was no text message from Patrick. 
The young man returned with a framed poster, the back of it facing her. Her eyes grew big as if he were delivering her the Christmas gift she had been waiting for all year.
“We just got a batch of framed movie posters from the Warner Brothers archive. Haven’t put these out yet.”
He turned it around. It was a framed poster for Batman Returns. 
“Wow. It’s perfect.” Vivien started rubbing the black frame with her fingers. “How much do you want for it?”
“Sixty dollars. At least.”
“I’ll give you forty.”
“It’s yours.”
---
Vivien barely managed to squeeze the poster into the back of her car when her phone started making noises. She picked it up with the hope that her husband had text her back. Instead, she saw that she had somehow missed three calls from the office. 
She got in her car and pulled out of the parking lot, knowing she was already late for the session.
Once she made it to Lindley Avenue, she called the office. Usually it would take at least three rings before hearing a voice on the other end, but today, just one ring did the trick.
“Hello?” It was Brandon. 
“Hey, it’s me,” she said. “You called?”
“Yes.”
“What’s going on?”
“We have a problem.”
She figured she knew. “Oh my God, Brandon, how many actors are in the waiting room?”
“What?”
“Figures. The one day I’m running late, all the actors come early. Am I right?”
“No. Actually, it’s the opposite.”
Vivien hesitated. “What do you mean?”
“Nobody’s here.”
She breathed a sigh of relief, thinking this was good news. “Oh, OK. So the actors are running late? Or did we have a cancellation?”
“No, you’re not getting me,” Brandon said slowly, emphasizing each word. 
“Is Pritesh there?”
“Yes.”
“Put him on the phone.”
A low, calm voice started talking. This was Pritesh Pupta, a middle-aged Indian man who was making his directorial debut on Christmas in Quebec.  
“Vivien,” he said, in a voice that scared her a little.  
“Hi Pritesh. I’m really sorry. My morning got away from me. I’ll be there in five minutes.”
“Vivien, there aren’t any actors here.”
“I know. Brandon just told me. Did we have a cancellation or something?”
“Vivien, no actors are coming.”
To this, she didn’t know how to respond. She waited for Pritesh to say more, but he didn’t. 
“What?” Vivien asked. “Why would that be?”
There was more silence. Then she started hearing sobbing on the other end.
What the fuck is going on?
“Ms. Slate?” This voice sounded much younger.
“Tim? Is that you?”
The intern didn’t correct her. “Yes.”
“What’s wrong?”
“I told the actors next Thursday, not today. I thought you said next Thursday. I’m really sorry.”
“What!” Vivien shouted. She could feel her brain counting down to an impending explosion inside her skull. “Are you serious! Tell me you’re not serious!” 
Now it was Brandon’s turn to speak in what was becoming a phone version of musical chairs. “Hey, it’s me.”
“Brandon, how did you let this happen?”
“So yeah, yesterday, I was focused on confirming the actors for Friday. For Soraya.”
“You guys didn’t confirm anyone for today?” 
“I thought Christmas in Quebec was next week, too.”
“Didn’t I tell the both of you it was for today?”
“No. You told Tom next Thursday, not this Thursday. I thought you meant next week, too. It wasn’t until Pritesh arrived—”
“Well, Brandon, I meant today!”
Vivien had by now pulled the car over to the side of the road. Her first thought was that she wanted to kill her intern. Then she thought that she should massacre Brandon, too. 
“I’m really sorry about all this,” Brandon said. 
“My director is just sitting there staring at the four walls?” Her voice escalated with each word. 
“He said he doesn’t mind coming back next Thursday,” Brandon said, with a bit of a chuckle in his voice. She figured he was enjoying this confusion.
“Put him on the phone for me.”
“Vivien,” Pritesh said a second later, his voice no less angry. 
“Pritesh. I’m so sorry. I don’t know how this happened.”
“No offense to this Tom fellow here, but I just want to get this straight. You gave an intern the full responsibility of setting up our casting session today?”
Vivien rolled her eyes. “No, of course not.”
“I’m not happy,” he said. “We signed a contract. I need your full support on this.”
“I am. I will. This won’t happen again. I give you my word.”
“OK. So next Thursday?”
“Next Thursday. I promise.”
“All right. I’ll check in with you on Wednesday just to make sure.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Vivien spent the next ten minutes yelling at Brandon and Tom for making her look like an idiot. She told them to start confirming the actors Tom had already set up for next Thursday’s appointment. She also reminded Brandon that he needed to confirm actors for tomorrow’s session for Soraya.
The phone conversation was nearing its end.
“So am I needed for anything today?” she asked.
“I have two interns set up to meet with you at two. Did you want me to cancel?”
Oh goodie, more interns. Can’t wait.
“No, that’s fine. I’ll be in this afternoon.”
With that, she hung up the phone and pulled a U-turn in the middle of the road. Given that the session was canceled, she figured she would just go home, make herself some lunch, and wrap her birthday gift for Patrick. Vivien almost felt relieved to have a couple more hours to herself. 
When she pulled up to her house, it was five minutes before noon.
A car she had never seen before was parked in the driveway.
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Alyson Baumgartner was at her grandfather’s funeral when her mother started having chest pains and died later that night.
At fifteen Alyson was an orphan. She and her two younger sisters moved to Whitefish, Montana, to stay with their rich but impersonal aunt and uncle, two simpletons who hadn’t talked to her mother in years.
Her dad died in a plane crash before she was even able to talk, and she found herself becoming familiar with death as her younger years progressed. When she reached the age of ten, she had attended four funerals. One had been for a friend of her mom’s, but the other three had been for close family members. Before she turned fifteen, she had been close to two people—her mother Francine and her grandfather Gerald. 
Alyson’s grandpa loved the movies and encouraged the talented Alyson, along with her creatively stifled sisters, to look at potential careers in the motion picture industry. Gerald worked as a screenwriter in the 1950’s, competing with the likes of Paddy Chayefsky and John Michael Hayes, writing breezy romantic comedies at the Paramount lot. He avoided the Hollywood blacklist despite his quiet association with the Communist Party and continued to work until the late 1960’s. When his wife was diagnosed with stomach cancer in 1972, he left for the quiet life in Salem, Oregon, with his son and daughter. He never regretted his decision to abandon Hollywood, but he secretly hoped at least one of his offspring would go back into the business.
Alyson had shown a creative energy ever since she was little. By the age of seven, she was writing short stories, and all throughout elementary school, she was acting in school plays. In fifth grade she wrote and directed a musical based on the old television show The Little Rascals, where she played all the female characters. It was well received.
As she entered middle school, she fell in love with the movies more than ever. It was 2004, and she was seeing all the blockbusters like Spider-Man 2 and Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. But she would beg her mom to take her to movies that none of her friends wanted to see, like Sideways and Before Sunset. She particularly loved Vera Drake and sang the praises of Imelda Staunton to her friends at school, mostly to blank looks and mild laughter. She didn’t know what she wanted to do, but Alyson knew, even at this point in her life, that a career in filmmaking was definitely something worth exploring.
When Gerald died of liver cancer and Francine died of a heart attack within the same week, Alyson knew she had to put her dreams aside. Four years of high school droned on for what seemed like decades. She despised everything about the dull, unpopulated town and the painfully distant relatives that came with it. 
But on Alyson’s eighteenth birthday, she knew it was time to leave sleepy Whitefish behind for the exciting prospects of Los Angeles. She had never been to California, so she knew she would have a lot of catching up to do. She still hadn’t decided if she wanted to be an actor or a filmmaker, but she thought educations in both art forms would help make up her mind.  
Her aunt and uncle gave her far more money than she needed, and she moved to a one-bedroom in Toluca Lake, where she enrolled in a local acting class called Acting for the Screen and started a one-year associate’s degree program at the Los Angeles Film School. Six months went by and she still wasn’t sure what best suited her. But everything changed when Alyson realized she needed actual human beings to be in her first real movie.
“Uhh, excuse me!”
She recognized the bald head of her teacher, Mr. Connors. He had a briefcase in his right hand and looked to be walking to his car. 
He turned around. “Yes? Can I help you?”
“Hi, I’m Alyson. I’m in your production class.”
He looked her up and down with obvious disdain.  
She forced a smile. “I had a question about our next project.”
“Uh huh?”
“You know, the four minute scene we have to shoot with two actors?”
“I’m aware, dearie. What about it?” 
“Well, I just have one question. Where do I actually get the actors?”
Before he could respond, she heard a voice from behind her.
“I can help you, Ms. Baumgartner.”
Alyson turned around to see her classmate Jimmy. He had shaggy red hair and a sweetly innocent lisp. 
“Oh?”
“Yes,” he said. “My first piece of advice is to not use your friends.”
“Well, I don’t have any friends. So that won’t be difficult.”
She turned to her right to see that Mr. Connors had already bolted for the door, sprinting in the distance toward the parking lot. 
She wanted to smell her armpits to make sure the teacher hadn’t run away because of a stench of some kind emanating from her sweat glands, but she didn’t want to give the adorable Jimmy a bad first impression. This was, after all, the first time he had spoken to her. 
“What movie did you choose to do a scene on?” he asked.
“Vera Drake.”
“Great film. OK, have you ever cast a movie before, Alyson?”
“No. What is casting, exactly?”
“It’s a process where you get the actors to be in your movie.”
“So, like auditioning?”
“Exactly. Auditioning actors for each role requires time, patience, and a lot of decision making. On a typical movie, there is a casting director hired by the producer to assist the director in finding his cast. He or she will set up casting sessions that will showcase ten, twenty, or a hundred actors at a time. The director and casting director will proceed together to pick the perfect actor for each role.”
“Wow. Sounds like fun.”
“It is.”
Alyson paused for a moment and scratched the bottom of her chin. “There’s one little problem, though. What if I don’t have any money to pay my actors?”
Jimmy smiled, ready to deliver the best piece of news yet. “You’re shooting a student film, Alyson. You don’t have to pay the actors.”
“Oh my God. Really?”
“Not a penny. Most of the actors you’ll see will want to do your movie so they can get more footage for their reel.”
Alyson frowned, confused again. “What’s a reel?”
He laughed and motioned for her to follow him.
“Come with me,” he said, as if he were guiding her to the magical place that housed her mom, dad, and grandpa Gerald. She wanted to see them one last time, just to let them know that everything was going to be OK.
I’m here, Grandpa. I’m here, and I’m going to make you proud. 
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The car was a repulsive dark gray. She looked inside. A few sparse magazines and newspapers cluttered the passenger seat.
But then her eye caught something else. A mini brochure for Patrick’s dental practice lay face down on the floor. She had seen this brochure before. Just weeks ago Patrick was flaunting it around the house as if he had just become the recipient of a million-dollar check. 
“What the hell?”
Vivien turned to the house. Nothing looked out of place. She tiptoed up to the front porch with hesitation, as if she expected a serial rapist to pounce at her from the bushes. The door was unlocked. 
A quiet, empty house lay before her. Buster was in a relaxing slumber, as if he hadn’t been bothered in hours. The air conditioning was on, even though she had remembered turning it off before leaving the house. But nothing else seemed out of the ordinary.
Struck with the sudden urge to pee, she made her way to her bathroom and sat down on her throne. There was nothing more relaxing than a good pee. For a brief period of time, she could relax, find her center, and forget all her worries. She closed her eyes and imagined herself looking out over the bluff of a tropical island, miles away from any known person or living thing. 
Vivien’s concentration ebbed, however, when she heard a weird noise coming from outside the bathroom window. It sounded like a hyena, or a wounded puppy screaming for help. She heard it again. This time, she could make out the sounds more clearly.
It was a giggle.
She stood up, pulled up her pants, and took three steps over to the bathroom window. She stuck her head out and listened closely. She heard another giggle, one clearly from a female.   
The backyard looked huge from her bathroom window, probably because the window was smaller than any other in the house. She had to crane her neck just the right way to see much of anything, and the little she did see—the pool, storage shed, and flourishing lemon tree—were nothing out of the norm.
She started to wonder if the giggle had come from next door, but she heard it again, this time with words.
“Cheers to that,” were the three words she heard, and a loud clang of what sounded like wine glasses echoed across the backyard.
Vivien stormed through her house, from the bedroom to the living room, from the kitchen to the laundry room. She opened the back door and stepped out into the violent sun.
She saw them first in shadow, bouncing up and down, like something one would see in an old Looney Tunes cartoon. She took a few steps forward, and then looked to her left to see more. She blinked a few times, and then pinched her left arm just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.
Patrick was naked in the Jacuzzi. He was having sex—wild, animalistic sex—with a young woman who looked no older than thirty. 
His secretary. 
“Oh yeah!” the girl in the Jacuzzi shouted. “Oh Patrick! Oh yeah! Harder! Harder!”
“Call me Doctor!”
He was seated like the lazy man he was, and she was riding him for all his old achy bones were worth.
“Yes! Doctor! Oh, Doctor! I love it!”
The sex got rougher as the seconds turned to minutes. Vivien stood near the laundry room door like an illicit voyeur, not knowing if she was supposed to stop the proceedings or just start fingering herself.
When the nausea started to kick in, Vivien knew she had to stop standing there. She started walking toward the Jacuzzi, her legs feeling like they weighed five hundred pounds. As she stomped closer toward the whirlpool of sweat and semen, she felt like she was having an out-of-body experience. 
This can’t be happening. This isn’t happening. 
But it was happening. And there was nothing she could do about it.
She felt lightheaded, and she could start to feel the vomit inching its way up her windpipe. 
“Fuckin’ fucker,” Vivien said. 
The young woman turned toward her and screamed. Patrick jerked his right arm to his left out of surprise and tipped over the bottle of wine. Red bloody liquid started gushing from the bottle toward Vivien’s feet.
“Vivien!” Patrick shouted. “What are you doing home!” 
Vivien wasn’t thinking. She tilted her body down and dug her sharp fingernails into his armpits. She got a good grip and, with every ounce of her being, dragged him out of the spa and onto the hot cement.
“Owwww!” he screamed. 
She kept pulling him, even when his feet weren’t close to touching water anymore. She scraped his neck, back, and buttocks against the cement. He was in tears. His blood started to mix in with the wine to form a substance that looked like the remnants of a cherry smoothie. 
Vivien looked at her husband’s mistress with venomous eyes. “Get the fuck out of my house!”
The girl was already leaping out of the spa and running toward the side gate before Vivien had finished her sentence. She grabbed a small towel along the way and managed to cover her breasts, but her buttocks were still exposed for the world to see.
“Vivien, please,” Patrick started, “I can explain everything. This isn’t what it looks like.”
She stepped away from him and made her way over to the storage shed. She had a scary look in her eye that suggested her madness had only begun. 
Patrick was starting to sit up when Vivien returned gripping a baseball bat.
“Liar!” she shouted, and she swung the bat at Patrick’s ribs. He did everything he could to stop the blow, but the whack deeply punctured his skin.
She swung again, but he jumped back, barely managing to evade her second swing. “Stop it! For God’s sake! Put the bat down! Let’s talk about this!” 
Vivien had tears in her eyes. “We worked on that Jacuzzi all summer! This is what you wanted it for? You are nothing but… a giant turd!” 
The bat dropped almost instantly, and Vivien rushed into the bushes to throw up. 
Patrick put one hand on his pained back and another on the top of his head. “You weren’t supposed to be home. You weren’t supposed to see this.”
She moved away from the bush. Yellow vomit, with a tinge of orange, dangled like snot from the bottom of her chin. “That was your new secretary, wasn’t it? Goddammit, Patrick, she looks as young as our child!” She pushed him and started pounding on his chest with her fists. “Why would you do this to me!” 
He just kept looking into her eyes, annoyingly confused. “I don’t know, honey. I guess… I needed something.”
Vivien took a breath and became scarily calm. She stared into his eyes with such intensity she looked like she might make his head explode. “What. Did. You. Need.”
He sat down in one of the lawn chairs and put his hands over his face. She waited, but he wasn’t responding. 
“Now you listen to me, darling,” Vivien said, crossing her arms and flipping her hair back. “I’m taking your son. I’m taking your money. I’m taking everything. You just made the biggest fucking mistake of your life, pal.”
“Enough!” He stood up and rushed toward Vivien. Before he could put a hand on her, though, she took a step back, made her right hand into a fist, and swung. If this moment had been televised, she would’ve heard the loudest roar of applause in the history of mankind. The fist struck her husband perfectly on his right cheek, stopping his momentum, and causing him to slip and crash against the hard cement ground.
Vivien didn’t let him say another word, and she didn’t care to look back. She ran out of the backyard through the open gate and jumped inside her car. She looked forward, only once, to see that her husband wasn’t coming after her.
Pulling out of the driveway, she looked down to see the secretary’s towel resting in the middle of the road. It was still damp. She ran it over with delight and drove away with the speed of a crazy person who had just escaped from an insane asylum.
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Vivien floored her car through a red light and sped her way into the parking lot of a famous L.A. fast food joint called Valley Burger. Even the jaded Los Angelinos picked up on the frenzied nature of the woman making her way inside the restaurant. Sweat poured down her forehead, and her hair had taken on a frizzy, chaotic quality.  
Vivien started tapping her feet. Now was not the time for delays.
“Excuse me,” she said, with an obvious lack of courtesy. She pushed by six people in front of her, who all turned from silent robots to monstrous, man-eating crocodiles in a matter of seconds.
“Hey, what do you think you’re doing, lady!” an old woman shouted.
“Get back in line!” could be heard in one way or another from five more individuals.
Vivien just stared forward. “I’m sorry. I just really need a burger.”
The old woman took a giant step forward, raised her cane, and swat at Vivien’s right hip. “As do we all! Now get back in line and wait your turn, bitch!” 
Vivien spun around, her eyes almost as big as the head that housed them. “I just found my husband cheating on me! All right! Now will you back off!” 
Her screaming didn’t satisfy the anger of the other customers, but they managed to roll their eyes and keep quiet. 
Vivien turned to an employee who looked about nine years old. “Excuse me? Does anyone work at this register?”
He stared at her with fear and pointed at another employee who might have been a year younger. He approached the register. 
“Welcome to Valley Burger,” the boy said. “How may I help you?”
He glanced at Vivien and didn’t blink an eye. She was just like any other customer.
“I want a Double,” she said. “I want the curly fries with ranch dressing. I want a large chocolate shake. And I had a question.”
“Yes?”
“Can you do a mix of your chocolate shake and your peanut butter shake in one?”
Now he stared at her strangely. “How do you mean?”
“Well I see on the menu that you have a chocolate milkshake. And then your special of the month is a peanut butter milkshake. And I was wondering if you can mix the two flavors together?”
“Uhh, no.”
She wanted to strangle him. “You’re kidding, right?”
“We don’t mix milkshake flavors, ma’am. I’m sorry.”
“How much do I have to pay you to mix the flavors? I’ve been craving a mix of chocolate and peanut butter for, like, decades. Today is my day.”
“I don’t think it works that way,” the freckled boy said, and as he wiped his snot-ridden nose, he looked to his left to see a giant line of customers behind her. “Ma’am, please. There are people waiting.”
“All right, fine,” she said. “I’ll buy the large chocolate. And the large peanut butter. And I’ll mix the fuckers myself.”
She handed him a twenty-dollar bill and took a number. 
---
Vivien’s car was baking in the hot August sun, and by the time she got inside, the black leather seats were starting to feel like lava. She blasted the AC and took a bite of her giant double burger. 
The first bite went down too fast, and she started to cough. She thought she was choking at first, but when she sipped a little bit of her chocolate shake, the food managed to go down, heading toward a petite body that hadn’t seen meat this greasy in years. She burped and took another bite.
She stuffed the curly fries into her face as if she were competing in a speed-eating contest. Some of the fries dangled off her cheek onto the car floor. 
She was halfway through the burger when she started to cry. Her stomach hurt now, more so than it had in months, and she gulped down much of the peanut butter shake in the hopes that the pain would go away. It didn’t.
Vivien rested her head on the steering wheel. The tears flowed furiously, as if her tear ducts had been building up for years and had just now been given the green light for release.
She slumped even further down in the driver’s seat. Surprising to Vivien, she wasn’t feeling anger. And she wasn’t feeling hate, either.  
She felt disappointment. 
Vivien had known for years that her marriage wasn’t everything that it could have been. She and Patrick had been growing distant from each other for a while, to a much greater extent in the last year or so, but she never thought their problems would resort to the embarrassing crisis she currently found herself in. 
Vivien threw the burger to the floor and looked at herself in the rearview mirror.
Holy Hell, I’m theBride of Frankenstein.
She took a deep breath and started backing out of the parking lot. 
She knew what she needed to do. She needed to go to work. She needed to plant herself in mindless chores for the rest of the day to try to take her mind off the afternoon’s setback. 
Vivien pulled up to the Valley Burger exit and turned left onto a residential road. She rolled through a stop sign and turned right onto another road that would lead her to the freeway and toward the glories of Chatsworth.
Her car was nearing the oncoming intersection when she heard the siren. She thought it was an ambulance at first, but she looked in her rearview mirror to see a police car riding her tail. She couldn’t imagine that the obnoxious siren blasting could possibly be meant for her. But it was. She started laughing and pulled over. 
The officer, who was portly and sported a pockmarked face, stepped out from his car and walked so slowly up to Vivien’s driver side window that she wondered if she were living in a world of slow motion.
He tapped her window. She rolled it down.
“Hello,” she said.
“Good afternoon, ma’am. Did you see that stop sign back there?”
“No. No, I didn’t.”
“You just rolled right through it.”
She tried to smile. He immediately noticed her running mascara.
“Is everything all right, ma’am?”
“No, it’s not.” Vivien started crying again. This time, she wondered if she’d be able to stop. “I’m sorry, Officer. Today hasn’t really been my day.”
He crossed his arms and laughed. “Ya know, you’re pretty good at that. You’re convincing! You an actress or something?”
“Excuse me?”
“You in the movies? Cuz you’ve really sold me.”
She didn’t know what to say. “I’m telling… I’m telling the truth…”
“License and registration, please.” 
Vivien panicked. She hadn’t been pulled over in a decade, if not longer. She didn’t even know where she kept her registration. She sighed and reached for her purse in the back seat. After a minute of searching, she dumped all the contents on the passenger seat and grabbed her wallet.
“I don’t have all day, ma’am,” the officer said. 
Ma’am. What’s with this, ma’am. Makes me sound like I’m sixty. I’d rather be called a cunt.
She handed him her license. 
“Registration?” he asked.
Vivien tried to stifle her crying as she fumbled through her glove compartment. After what felt like an eternity, she found her registration. It expired a year ago. She hoped he wouldn’t notice. He didn’t.
“I’ll be right back. Please stay here.”
She wanted to just floor the car, through the red light, onto the freeway, at ninety miles an hour. She bet this guy wouldn’t be able to keep up with her.
Then she remembered he had her license, and the idea evaporated. 
She started tapping her fingers on the dashboard. Everything about the car felt dirty today. She hadn’t had it washed in months. There were ketchup, mustard, and peanut butter globs staining the carpet. Her tears had mixed in with the dirt on her steering wheel like rain smashing against a sad, lonely desert. 
Vivien looked in her rearview mirror. The cop wasn’t budging. He, obviously, had all the time in the world.
She dialed the office and lifted her cell phone to her ear. She wondered if the cop would cite her for doing that, too. 
“Hey, it’s me,” she said. “Anything going on?”
“No,” Brandon said, with a soft tone that made Vivien think she had just woken him up from a deep sleep. 
“Any messages?”
“Your insurance guy called again.”
“How exciting. Did Gavin call to ask what I was making for dinner again, too?”
Brandon chuckled. “No, not today.”
“Good.”
She liked Brandon. As much as she hated admitting it, there wasn’t any bullshit about him. 
More silence. “Anything else?” Vivien asked.
“Uhh, one of your interns is here already.”
“Who?”
“Her name’s Alyson. She’s early.”
“Oh, right. Yes. Well, tell her I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
“Will do.”
She hung up the phone just as the officer started walking back toward her. He handed her the license and registration. “Be more careful next time.”
“OK, Officer,” she said, not masking her hate. 
“And next time,” he said, “don’t pull that crying trick. I’ve seen it for the last thirty years. You can’t fool me. I know all the good actors from the bad ones.”
“You and me both,” she muddled under her breath.
He overheard. “What was that?”
“Oh, it’s just that I know actors, too. I’m a casting director.”
He looked at her with bewilderment. “What the hell’s a casting director?”
She started to form a fist with her right hand, but she felt it was more worth her while to just roll up the window, forget the arrogant cop, and push forward with this day from hell.   
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Vivien stormed into her casting office so fast, Brandon didn’t notice her at first. He was in the middle of chatting up a couple of girls. 
“Hey,” he said, finally turning to Vivien. “You need any help with your bag?” Questions like these always scored Brandon bonus points.
“No, I’m fine,” Vivien said, turning to her potential slaves. 
An obnoxiously gorgeous blonde girl sat forward. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Slate.”
“It’s Ms.”
“Pardon me?” 
“It’s Ms. Slate, thank you.”
“Oh,” the girl said. “Your Wikipedia says you’re married.” 
Vivien needed to get this over with. “All right, so who’s my first victim?”
The blonde girl with large breasts and a tight skirt raised her hand high up in the air. “Oh! Me! I’d like to go first!”
Vivien didn’t really care. She just needed this day to be over. But the idea of getting two new fresh faces around the office to assist her for free did warm her heart just a little. 
She sat down in her office and checked her phone messages. She took her laptop out of her bag and powered it up. 
The blonde girl took a seat and stared forward with a smile. 
“All right,” Vivien said. “What’s your name?”
“Sherry.”
“Sherry what?’
“Meschery.”
Vivien readied herself to ask the next question but stopped. “I’m sorry. Your name’s Sherry Meschery?”
“Yeah. It’s rough, I know.”
“Rough? My God, it’s awful!”
“Yeah,” the girl said. “I’m tired of it. And it’s why I’m here.”
Vivien sat forward, prepared to ask her about her previous casting experience. But she rewound her mind for the second time in this brief conversation. “Say again?” 
“Yeah, I’m looking for a husband.”
Vivien started thinking about different ways she could kill herself. She looked through her office window to see Brandon slapping his ass, trying to make the other potential intern laugh. His ploy didn’t seem to be working. 
“You want to marry Brandon?” Vivien asked. 
The girl turned and looked out the window. “Sure, he’s cute enough.”
“I don’t think he’d be into you.”
She turned around. “I’ll have you know, Ms. Slate, that every guy is into me.” 
There was a moment of silence. Vivien noticed the jewelry on the pampered girl’s wrist looked more expensive than her own wedding ring.
My wedding ring.
She pulled it off her finger when the girl wasn’t looking.
“So let me get this straight,” Vivien continued. “You want to intern in my office so you can find a husband.”
“Mmm hmm,” she said. “You have casting sessions, right?”
“Uhh, yeah.”
“And you see a lot of younger male actors, correct?”
“Sometimes.”
“Yep, that’s all I needed to know. I’m in.”
“So, what, you want to flirt with the actors that audition for me and find one to marry so that you can change that god-awful last name of yours?”
The girl’s eyes lit up. “You’re really smart. Did anyone ever tell you that?”
“GET OUT.”
“What?” 
Vivien jumped up out of her chair and grabbed the girl’s hair. “You’re a fucking disgrace! Do you hear me!” 
“Owwww!” 
She pulled the girl up out of the chair, opened her office door, and threw her down onto the carpet. “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out! Who’s next!”
Vivien slammed the door and sat back down. She turned to the wall and started typing on her laptop, calmly, like nothing out of the ordinary had just taken place. 
Brandon’s jaw dropped. The brunette managed to keep her eyes looking down at her feet.  
The blondie stood up, crying, flailing her arms around. She rushed out of the office building without uttering another inane word.
“She, uhh…” Brandon started, struggling to make eye contact with the brunette. “That was unusual.” He stood up from his chair, walked to his boss’s door, and knocked.
“Yeah? What?”
Brandon walked inside. “V? Is everything OK?”
“Everything’s fine. Where’s the other one?”
“I don’t mean to intrude, but I think what you just did was highly inappropriate.”
Vivien turned and faced him. “Brandon, I think what you do with your boyfriend every night before beddy-bye time is inappropriate, but I keep that to myself, don’t I.”
Brandon just stood there, shocked beyond all reason. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Will you just bring in the other girl? I have to go soon.”
“No, what did you mean by that? Did you just make a condescending remark about my personal life?”
Vivien smashed her fist down against the table. “I’m not in the mood to argue, OK?”
Brandon tried to raise his voice, too, even though he knew he could never reach the decibel levels of his boss. “What’s your deal, V! Did you just enter menopause or something!”
“Brandon,” she said, squinting her eyes, “you are like this close to being fired.”
“Oh, jeez, God forbid. You pay me like a thousand dollars a month. I get most of my money from my parents. I’m working for you, V, because I respect you. But if you start tossing chicks out of your office and throwing homophobic remarks my way, I’m out of here! You understand me!”
Brandon had never been this blunt and articulate before. Vivien took a seat and pointed her eyes at the ground. “You’re right. You’re totally right. I was out of line.”
“Can you tell me what’s wrong? I know you, V. I know something’s up.”
“I’ve had a rough day.” She smiled at him. “You’re a good kid. I’m sorry for what I said. You can bring your pretty little boyfriend around here anytime.”
“Gee, thanks.” He walked out of the office. “You want to see the other one? She’s surprisingly still here.”


“Bring her in.”
Vivien blew her nose with a Kleenex as the brunette walked in, a calm and assured look on her face.
“Hello Ms. Slate.”
“Please, come in,” Vivien said. “Sorry about the screaming.”
“It’s all good. Less competition.”
“Ha! I like you already.”
The brunette handed Vivien her resume and sat down in the chair facing her.
“What’s your name, honey?”
“Alyson.”
“Alyson what?”
“Baumgartner.”
“Well,” she said, looking over her resume, “I think you’ll definitely fit in here.”
“Cool. I could start today.”
“Fantastic.”
“What projects are you working on at the moment?”
“We have a few, actually. Brandon can fill you in on everything.”
“OK,” she said. “Do you want me to start now?”
“Sounds good to me. Welcome to the team.”
Vivien put her hand out. Alyson looked at it like it was a ticking time bomb ready to explode.
 The casting director started laughing. “I promise I won’t hurt you.”
The intern laughed along with her. She shook her hand and made her way toward the door. “Thank you, Ms. Slate. This internship means the world to me.”
“Please,” she said, “call me Vivien.”
---
An hour later Vivien was standing in the office hallway, pacing back and forth, her cell phone shoved up against her right ear. 
“Hello? Yes, I want to talk to my son, please. I know he’s in class. Just pull him out for a quick second. No, it’s not an emergency. I just need to talk to him.”
She paced some more, moving farther away from her casting office. She looked in a room to her right to see a young girl with glasses drawing on a large canvas.
“Gavin, it’s Mom,” Vivien continued. “Yes, everything’s OK. I just wanted to let you know I’m going to pick you up a little early today. We have some things we need to talk about. OK? I’ll see you in a bit.”
She put the phone in her pocket and turned around. Her eyes didn’t catch the Golden Retriever standing in the middle of the hallway beneath her feet. 
Her left foot touched the animal first. She tried to balance herself with her right leg, but it was no use. She put her hands out but still managed to strike her forehead against the hardwood floor.
“Owww…”
Vivien watched as the dog meandered down the hall toward his owner, whoever it was. She sat up and looked around to make sure no one had seen her stumble. She felt pain immediately, that much she knew. But she didn’t want to be embarrassed, either.
“Are you all right?” she heard a man ask behind her. 
The disappointment that someone had in fact seen her fall overwhelmed her way more than the pain. 
“Let me help,” the man added.
She turned to her left and tried to make out the man’s face. Everything was going blurry. 
“Are you,” Vivien started, “is there someone there?”
The last thing she saw before she blacked out was a head of hair as white and long as a snow-covered river.  
---
At first she thought she was rubbing the palm of her hand on a giant boner pointed sideways. When she came to and opened her eyes, she realized the feeling was a stiff candy bar shoved into the depths of a pair of jeans.
She looked up. A man she had never seen before was smiling.
“You’re awake. Wonderful. I was about to call an ambulance.” 
“What happened? Where am I?”
“You’re in my office,” the man said.
Vivien sat up in a chair and looked around the room. A large canvas and a stool were in the center, and large, framed posters of classic animated films hung from the red-painted walls. 
“How long was I out?”           
“Only a minute or two. I put a band-aid on your forehead. I think you’ll be all right, if I do say so.”
“Band-aid?”
“See for yourself.”
He pointed to a small mirror near his canvas. She got up and walked over to it, confused as to why a grown man would have a mirror installed in his office. 
Maybe he and Brandon are friends.
“You hit your head pretty hard,” he said. “A few inches to the right, you might’ve really hurt yourself. How are you feeling?”
She turned to him and smiled. “I think I’m OK. I’m a little lightheaded.”
“What’s your name?”
She didn’t answer right away. Instead she found herself gazing at the posters around the room. Gavin never liked cartoons, so she hadn’t made a point to ever watch them. 
Vivien started brushing her right index finger against a framed poster of Pinocchio, but a pair of strong hands pulled her away immediately. 
“Please don’t touch that.”
“Oh. Sorry.” She put her back to the wall. “How can I re-pay you?”
“You can start by telling me your name.”
“It’s Vivien.”
He smiled, and she took her first good look at him. She figured he was around her age, maybe a year or two older. She liked his long, hippie-like white hair, and his thick, similarly colored beard. She was still in a daze and could barely make out his face, but she delighted in listening to his voice.
British guys make me wet. 
“It’s nice to meet you,” she said. “Did you grow up in America?”
“Moved from the UK to Sacramento when I was six. Have been in Los Angeles for most of my adult life.”
“I see.” She turned toward the door. “Well, anyway, I have to go.”
“Must you go so soon?”  
“I have to pick up my son from school.”
“Oh? You have a son?”
“Yes.”
“Are you married?”
She closed her mouth as soon as she opened it. She stared at him like she was carrying a terrible secret.
He put his hands up in the air. “I’m sorry. None of my business, really.”
“No, it’s just, things are a little complicated right now.”
“Oh. Well I’m sorry to hear that.” 
“Thank you. It was nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you, too, Vivien.”
She walked out of the office and put her hands over the top of her head as she walked down the hallway. She took her cell phone out of her pocket to make another call.
Vivien didn’t realize until she got to her car that she had forgotten to ask for his name. 
Oh, well. Maybe I’ll see him around. 
            
-14-
“Where are we?”
She didn’t answer. She kept her eyes on the road.
Gavin turned to her. “And what happened to your forehead? It’s getting all blue and stuff.”
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t look fine.”
“Thanks. You’re a sweetheart.”
“And most of all, why did you bring Buster with us?” Gavin looked in the back seat to see his dog panting.
“I needed to get him out of the house,” Vivien said. “He’s your dog, after all.”
“I don’t think I understand.” He looked out the passenger side window to see nothing but desert.  “I don’t recognize this road. Oh my God, you’re getting rid of me, aren’t you?” 
“What?” 
“You’re sick of me. You’re gonna dump me in the middle of nowhere and never look back.”
Vivien pulled the car over to the side of the road. The sun was starting to set in the distance.   
“Gavin, we have to talk.”
“Oh my God! Mom! I was kidding!”
“Gavin, I really hate to have to tell you this but I’m leaving your father.”
He was already crying before she finished her sentence. “Why?” 
“It’s a long story.”
“Tell me!”
“Gavin, please.”
“It’s so unfair. All my friends’ parents are divorced.” He hit the passenger side window with the side of his right hand. “I thought you and Dad were different! You and Dad seemed fine!”
“I thought so, too, up until recently.”
Gavin covered his face with his hands and started letting the tears fall. His mouth was open as wide as she’d ever seen it. Drool started falling to her car floor.
“I’m sorry, honey.”
“You’re sorry?” He put his arms over his head and really opened his mouth wide for what was coming next: “FUUUUUUUCK!”  
He got out of the car and slammed the door behind him before Vivien could say another word. She got out and followed him along the dirt path next to the two-lane road.
“Gavin! Come back here!”
“No!”
“Where are you going?”
“Anywhere but here!”
“Goddammit!” Vivien started running. When she caught up to him, she tackled him to the ground.
“Get off me!” he shouted. 
“Get back in the car!”
“No!”
“Gavin! I swear!”
“Make me!”
Vivien slapped her son hard in the face. He started crying again.
“Get up, damn it! Stop being such a baby!” Vivien pulled him up with all her strength and started dragging him toward the car. Gavin screamed and tried to pry himself out of her grasp. 
A large black truck sped down the road past them. The driver inside was surveying the commotion.
Keep driving, asshole. 
The guy slammed on his brakes and rolled down the passenger window. 
“Hey,” he said, with a thick southern accent. “Hey, is everything all right out here?”
“Everything’s fine, mister.”
“Is that boy all right?”
“He’s my son. Just keep driving.”
“Look, ma’am. I don’t want to cause any trouble.” He appeared to be missing a few of his front teeth.
“Then don’t.”
She made it to her car and pushed Gavin into the passenger seat. He had finally started calming down.  
The man in the truck was still just sitting in the middle of the road.
Vivien raised her middle finger.  “Take a picture, you prick! It’ll last longer!”
The man honked his horn and drove away.
---
When they pulled up to the hotel, just a few miles north of Valencia, the day had turned to night, and the warm air had finally cooled to a manageable temperature. Gavin looked to be in a daze. 
Vivien noticed she still had her sunglasses on. She took them off and tossed them in the back seat. “OK. We’re here.”
“Where?”
“First place I thought of to stay for the night. I cast a movie up here a while back, and I got to know the manager pretty well. He said next time I was up in these parts I could stay here for free.”
“How long ago was that?”
“Year and a half ago, maybe?”
Gavin shifted in his chair and started snapping out of his lugubrious demeanor. “How do you know he isn’t dead?”
“Now that’s a pleasant thought,” she said. “The guy was younger than me.”
“Yeah? What did he look like?”
“He was short. Scarred face. Had kind of a foul odor.” 
“Now that’s a pleasant thought,” Gavin replied.
“Smart ass. Come on.”
They got out of the car and jumped to the muddy dirt that made up most of the motel parking lot. Vivien felt a tussle from behind and thought a rattlesnake was preparing to attack her leg. She turned and saw the biggest tumbleweed in history bounce over her car and on down the road.
The check-in area was bare and quiet. A generic radio station was playing 90’s soft rock. Shawn Colvin’s “Sunny Came Home” brought Vivien back to the hospital bed she had given birth to Gavin in. There had been a lot of Shawn Colvin on the radio that day, as well as Celine Dion and Alanis Morissette. 
She rang the bell. There was no movement.
Gavin looked up at his mom. “Maybe they’re all dead. Maybe we can choose any room we want tonight.”
She studied her son with grave concern. “You should start writing horror books. Make some money for the crazy shit that goes on in your head.”
“Crazy but useful.”
“Useful how?”
“Watch this.” He jumped up on the check-in counter and started pounding his fist against the bell. “Help! Help! Somebody! My mom just fainted! Please come quick! Helllllllllp!”
A concerned Chinese man came rushing to the counter. “Call the police? Everything OK?”
Gavin jumped off the counter and smiled up at his mom. “See?”
She looked at him suspiciously. “How’d you know I fainted today?”
“What?” 
Vivien shook her head and turned to the confused Chinese man. “Excuse my kid, here. I’m fine. I was just wondering if Carl still worked here?”
“Carl?” the man asked, as if he had never heard the name before.
“Yes. I stayed here a while back, and he said if I ever needed a free room for the night, I could stop in.”
“Sorry, Miss. Don’t know Carl.”
Miss, not ma’am. I like this guy.
“Do you have a manager?”
“I am manager.”
She took a step closer to the counter and started tapping her fingernails against the silver ashtray sitting next to the bell. “Well, do you think you could give me and my son here a free room for the night?”
“Ninety-nine dollars. One night.”
“Ninety-nine dollars? Carl promised me free!” 
“Sorry, that’s final,” he said, doing his best to evade Vivien’s eyes.
A younger Chinese man, more American-looking, appeared to the side of him. “Is everything all right out here?”
“No,” Vivien said. “It’s not.”
“How can we help you?”
“Would you happen to know if Carl still works here?”
He bowed his head and wiped away a sliver of snot that was buried deep inside his moustache. “A shame.”
“What?” 
He didn’t answer.
“What is it?” Vivien leaned over the counter. 
“Were you friends with Carl?” the younger man asked. 
“Yes,” she lied.  
“I’m sorry to have to tell you this. He died last Christmas.”
Vivien immediately looked to her son, who once again appeared to be smarter than he ever let on. 
She looked back at the younger gentleman, his face housing a look of sadness phonier than any dramatic performance she had witnessed in an audition room. 
“Heart attack,” the man said. 
---
Vivien and Gavin stayed the night at a Holiday Inn just two miles away from her Encino home. 
Buster slept in between them. 
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“It’s just you?” 
The director nodded. “Uhh, yeah. I thought you knew that.”
“No, the breakdown said it was a short film, not a student film.”
“This isn’t a student film. I graduated from college a few years ago.”
Nathan put his back up to the front door and crossed his arms. “I’m sorry, but this seems a little beneath me.”
“Did you watch my other films?” the director asked.
“No.”
“You should. You’d be amazed to see how much I can do with so little. Take a seat.”
Nathan sighed and sat down on the director’s couch. He looked up at him. The director was tall and looked close to thirty. “You don’t even have a cinematographer?”
“I like to shoot everything myself. I’m a control freak.”
“I see.”
Nathan looked over in the back corner of the living room. Two water bottles and a plate holding some bananas were all that lined the wooden table.
“Is that your craft service?” Nathan asked. 
“Oh, no, those are for me.” 
The director set the camera down and walked out of the room. 
Nathan glanced over at the front door to make sure it was unlocked. If the director walked in with a chainsaw, he could make a run for it and get out of the house alive. 
Thankfully the director returned with no chainsaw, no kitchen knife, not even a staple gun. He had three DVDs in his hands. 
“These are my most recent films. They’re about two minutes in length. They’re experimental, and I made them all myself. Watch these, and I promise that you’ll want to be a part of this project.”
Nathan coughed and got comfortable. “OK. I drove all the way out here. Might as well.”
It had only taken Nathan LeMille a couple of months to land an agent after moving from the depressing wasteland of Fresno to the promise and potential of sunny Los Angeles. Two days after the signing, he had been greeted with smiles and applause at his first film audition.  
But two years later, he still hadn’t booked a genuine film or TV gig.
And he was still non-union.
Sure, there was the occasional PSA, music video, and industrial film—yawn—as well as half a dozen commercials, but they all left Nathan unsatisfied. Endorsing a new kind of grape jelly was fun and all, but he wasn’t exactly artistically challenged.
Six months ago he had turned to the dreaded land of student films. He started booking projects left and right, and he was finally given opportunities to play different kinds of characters, and experiment with different acting styles. Twenty-five years old, with short blond hair and a meticulously sculpted body, Nathan was super hot, no doubt about it.
But his agent knew it. Nathan knew it. Even Nathan’s mailman knew it.
Nathan had a small scar on his chin. It was somewhat faded but still noticeable. And the thought had become unavoidable—the scar was distracting to a majority of casting directors. He had a pretty face, which he never took for granted, but unfortunately the scar had prevented him from getting the roles of the hero or the romantic leading man. Instead, he was relegated to the bad boy roles and the dropout drug addicts. Nathan decided after months of humiliation that he needed an amazing reel that would provide every casting director in town a glimpse at his soaring talent. 
A month ago he had booked a non-paying, non-union short film and had some fun, so he started looking in that arena as well. Just days after that successful shoot, he auditioned for a short film called Skin. His character’s name was Alex, and he was a handsome college jock who was dating a voluptuous Middle Eastern chick. One morning the character wakes up with the face of an older man. Easy enough to figure out, Nathan was playing the first guy, and he only had two scenes to film—one in a bathroom removing his contact lenses, and one in a living room talking to his girlfriend on the phone. He booked the role immediately. There would be no pay, just copy and credit only, so Nathan figured he didn’t need to tell his agent about this one.
When he arrived to the Arleta set on an extremely hot day in early August, he thought he would see the usual—an HD camera, lots of food, and plenty of bored crew members standing around not knowing what to do. But as he walked up to the small house in the dead center of a suburban neighborhood, he found himself scratching his head. There was nobody around. And there was just one car in the driveway. 
Minutes later he learned the inevitable. Today was going to be guerrilla filmmaking at its most inept. Never before, not even in the occasional high school movie he made with friends, had he done a short film with only one single crew member. 
“They’re good,” Nathan lied.
The last DVD finished playing, and the director ejected the disc. All three films had been experimental cornball, long takes of people not doing much of anything. One of the films had been about an old woman sitting on a park bench eating out of a box of cereal.
Nathan stood up, stretched, and softly kicked the leather couch. “How long do you think this will take?”
The director chuckled. He clearly had heard that question before. “I don’t know. Do you have somewhere you need to be?”
“I was just wondering.” 
Nathan started limbering up while the director clicked in a new battery on the back of the camera. 
“OK,” the director said. “We’ll start here with the living room scene.”
“This is where I’m on the phone with my girlfriend, right?” 
“That’s correct. Do you have those lines memorized?”
“Yes, of course. Who will I be reading with?”
The director didn’t answer. He started setting up his tripod. 
Nathan cleared his throat. “Am I going to be on the phone with someone? How’s it gonna work?”
“Oh, no, it’s fine,” the director said. “Just pause between your lines and pretend there’s someone talking to you.”
Nathan tried not to laugh. Amateur hour, he thought.

---
Two hours later Nathan had survived the first scene and was currently prepping the second. He meant to ask the director if any make-up would be provided, but he knew right away what that answer would be. 
“Where do you want me now?”
“Step into the bathroom,” the director said, walking down the hallway. “I’m gonna change the battery.”
“OK.”
Nathan skipped into the tiny bathroom, trying to maintain a positive attitude. He turned on the light and started analyzing his face in the mirror. His hair was sculpted to perfection, with a charming little curl at the front. His big blue eyes were bursting with color, and the mirror even brought out the whiteness in his teeth. 
The director returned with the camera over his shoulder.
“Fuck it. We’re going handheld.”
Nathan forced a laugh. “I hear ya on that one. The two of us can barely fit in here.”
“Yeah, sorry. It’s all I have to work with.”
“What are you making this for, again?” Nathan suddenly found himself curious.
“I told you at the audition,” the director said. “I’m submitting it to an online competition for young filmmakers. There’s cash prizes.”
“Ahhh, what’s the web site called again?”
“I forget the link. I’ll send it to you later.”
“Have you submitted to it before?”
“Numerous times.”
“Have you ever won anything?”
“Not yet,” the director said. “Let’s hope this one changes that.”
“Yes. Let’s hope.”
Nathan stared at himself in the mirror for another few minutes while the director got the camera all set to go. He could’ve sworn that the director had pointed the camera at his ass.
“We ready?” Nathan asked. He was ready to get out of there.
“Yes. I’m ready. Take off your shirt.”
Umm, come again?
Nathan avoided the director’s eyes. “What did you say?”
“I said, please remove your shirt.”
“Why do I need to take my shirt off?” 
“Your character has just woken up. He’s putting on his contact lenses in the bathroom. It wouldn’t make sense for him to be wearing anything.”
“Anything?” 
“Well, no, pants are fine. I just think it would be more true to the character if his shirt was off for the scene.”
Nathan wanted to run out of the house screaming. “All right, whatever. But just the shirt.”
“Perfect. Thank you.” The director smiled, a bit too noticeably.
Nathan removed the shirt, revealing a jaw-dropping six-pack that looked like something out of a men’s fitness magazine. 
“OK, you ready?” Nathan asked the director.
“I’m ready. Just stare at the mirror for a moment. Look happy. And then reach down to the cabinet below to get the contact solution.”
“Sounds easy enough.”
Nathan closed his eyes and imagined he was on the set of something legitimate. A David Fincher movie, perhaps? He imagined nodding to David and hitting his mark. He could see Brad Pitt in front of him and Edward Norton standing behind the camera, cheering him on. He opened his eyes and saw the poorly lit bathroom in front of him. Today was not going to be a day with David or Brad, unfortunately. 
“Action.”
The first half of the scene proceeded as planned, maybe a little bit slower than Nathan had intended, but fine nonetheless. It was when Nathan bent over to search for the imaginary contact solution that he noticed something odd.
He heard panting.
“OK, good,” the director said. “Just keep doing what you’re doing until I say cut.”
Nathan tried to pretend like everything was peachy keen, but he knew instinctively that something inappropriate was taking place. He stayed bent over for another thirty seconds. The panting behind him stayed quiet, but it wasn’t going away.
“Is that a cut?” 
There was no answer.
“All right,” Nathan said. “My back’s starting to hurt. Sorry.”
Nathan turned around. The director wasn’t even pointing the camera his way; instead, he had sweat on his forehead, and it wasn’t due to the fact that the house had no air conditioning. 
Nathan looked down to see a giant bulge in the director’s pants. “Whoa, hey, what’s going on here?”
“I think,” the director said, pretending he was having camera problems, “I think we need to do another take. My camera is having a focus issue.”
“Dude, what the fuck?” Nathan motioned to the director’s obvious erection.
There was awkward silence. The director took a step closer to Nathan.
“Would you mind,” the director started, biting down on his lip, “I mean, would you care if I kissed you right now?”
The director went in for the kill, his lips only briefly coming in contact with Nathan’s.
“What the fuck are you doing, asshole!” Nathan shouted, pushing him away. He darted past him and made his way to the hallway. “Where’s my shirt?”
“I don’t know.”
Nathan turned around. “Is this thing even real? Is this a real movie?”
“Of course, why would you think—” 
Without warning, Nathan turned around, brought his fist up in the air, and slugged the director in the face. The cracking of the director’s nose echoed through the hallway. Nathan slammed him against the wall and reamed his leg into the man’s crotch.
“You better answer me you fucking piece of shit or I’m calling the police, do you understand me!” 
Nathan was going crazy. The veins in his forehead looked ready to burst. 
The director became teary-eyed. His erection finally started to fade.
“I liked your headshot,” he muttered, almost inaudibly, blood starting to run down his nostrils. “I’m sorry. Please don’t hurt me.”
“Say again?”
“I said I liked your headshot. I thought you were cute.”
Nathan started to notice his heart beating faster. “So this isn’t real?”
“I’m really sorry… I’m… I’m lonely…”
Nathan stopped listening. He darted into the living room. He didn’t care about his t-shirt. “This is so fucked!” 
He grabbed his tennis shoes and walked out into the late afternoon sun. He jumped inside his car and turned on the ignition. He stared at the front door of the house, half expecting the director to come running out naked with a bottle of lubricant.
Has it really come to this?
Nathan sped through traffic, maneuvering in and out of lanes like he was the world’s most dangerous stunt car driver. He wanted to get home fast. He felt used and dirty. He wanted to take a shower without a creepy peeping tom filming him with a camera. 
Nathan was sure about one thing. He most definitely wasn’t going to tell his agent about this
shoot.
He pulled up to his depressing apartment complex in Culver City and took up two parking spots. As he walked down the sidewalk toward his one-bedroom on the bottom floor, he couldn’t erase the image of that creepy director with a throbbing hard-on sticking through his gym shorts. The thought of it made Nathan want to gag. 
As he entered in his code and opened up the gate, he kept one thought running through his head over and over again.
If anybody does something like that to me again… anybody at all… I’m gonna kill them. 
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Gavin wasn’t saying much. Tired as ever, he kept making cute little faces that suggested he was trying to wear the cheap, worn-out shoes of a teenage drug dealer.  
“You’re gonna need to keep the window open for Buster, Mom.”
“I know, honey.”
She looked back to see Buster as jovial as can be, chasing his tail in the back seat.
Must be nice, she thought.
“ID?” the man at the gate asked.
Vivien looked at the security guard with a forced smile. She handed him her ID, along with the e-mail that specified her son’s audition in room 287 at the corner end of the studio lot.
The man burped and handed her back the ID. “Have you been here before?”
“Yes.”
“So you know where to go.”
“No.”
“Oh.”
Vivien stared at him, her fake happy demeanor slowly dissipating. “So you need to tell us where to go.”
He nodded and studied her e-mail again. Vivien looked in her rear-view mirror to see at least six cars idling behind her. She tapped the back of her head against her car seat and looked over to see her son just staring out the front windshield, clearly lost in thought. 
The security guard gave her back the e-mail. “OK. Park on level three. Make a right, and then go all the way to the end of the sidewalk. If you reach building seven, you’ve gone too far. Make a right, go past the giant trees at the creek, make another right, and you’ll be just a block away from your building. Thank you.”
Vivien brought her foot down against the gas pedal as if she were a fifteen-year-old behind the wheel for her first go-around. She wondered if she and Gavin would make it to the audition on time.
They did.
Barely. 
---
Vivien sat in a waiting room that looked similar to a doctor’s office. The only difference from that awful setting was something that Vivien found even more depressing. At least twenty other women, all middle-aged, and most at least fifty pounds overweight, were sitting joylessly around the room. Every single one had a teenager trying out for the same part, and every single boy was as thin as a Popsicle stick. 
“Hello, Vivien.”
She turned to her right to see a chubby blonde woman with hair under her lip and fatty skin drooping under her tight brown halter-top. Vivien didn’t recognize her, but this woman clearly thought they were best friends. 
“Nice to see you again,” Vivien lied.
“So nice to see your son again. He’s so talented.” 
“Oh, why thank you. That’s kind of you. What’s your son’s name again?”
“Wyatt. He’s named after his dad, who recently died very tragically.”
Vivien tried to fake sympathy by squinting her eyes. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I’m not.”
Vivien attempted to move away from the bizarre conversation by turning toward the big doors that blocked her from the audition room. Sometimes she kicked herself over allowing her talented and gorgeous son to be judged on a daily basis by simpletons, the kinds of casting directors who didn’t know their eyeballs from their assholes. 
She watched Gavin walk out of the room, shaking his head and grabbing his backpack, not looking confident.
“How’d it go?”
“OK, I guess.”
Vivien and Gavin were almost out the door when a loud burst of applause shook the audition room, and a wave of silence sideswiped every single mother in the vicinity.
Gavin looked down, clearly disappointed that no clapping had taken place when he was in the room. “What was that about?”
“I don’t know, sweetheart.”
The door swung open to reveal a freckled blond child who looked no older than eleven, with an oddly shaped head and arms that looked three times as long as his legs. He jumped up in the air a few times and ran over to hug his mother. It was the blonde rhinoceros Vivien was just talking to. 
“I think I got it, Mommy! I think they really liked what I did, Mommy!” His mother hugged him so close the boy actually started to disappear underneath the woman’s flabby arms. 
She kept hugging him, much to the chagrin of everyone else. Vivien had a vision of the other mothers turning into wide-eyed zombies and swarming this blonde, beefy hag, eating her from the inside-out, starting with her enlarged liver and kidney, then finishing their meal with her fleshy round buttocks. 
“I’m so proud of you!” the blonde woman shouted, clearly wanting the whole world to hear her thoughts. “You are so talented I could just die!”
Vivien turned to the audition room to see two older men walking out. They stopped and faced the crowd. One was short and bald, and he kept quiet. The talkative one was at least a foot taller, with a repulsive black mole on his left cheek that looked the size of a pepperoni. 
“Thank you all for coming,” the mole boy said, “but we’ve made our choice. You can get your parking validated on the way out.”
Vivien looked over to the waiting room to see kids who hadn’t gotten the chance to audition yet trying to fight back tears. 
The two men were about to close the audition room door when Vivien grabbed the outer edge and pulled it open. “Umm, excuse me,” she said. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“I’m sorry?” the mole boy said.  
“You can’t just stop in the middle of a casting session because you think you found the right actor. You have to see everyone. That’s protocol.”
“There is no protocol in casting, lady.” 
They tried to close the doors, but Vivien pried them back open. “Look, you morons, I’m a casting director. I’ve been doing this for twenty years. If I have an all-day session, and I find the perfect actor in the first five minutes, I still have to suffer through the next six hours and see absolutely everyone. It’s called courtesy.”
They didn’t respond. Instead, they smirked at each other. 
“Now listen to what I have to tell you,” Vivien said.  “I want you to see the rest of these kids, or I’m gonna go to your supervisor.”
The small guy finally chipped in. “We don’t have a supervisor.”
“Well, then, I’ll badmouth you to every agent in town. My name’s Vivien Slate. Look me up.”
The mole boy put his hands up in the air. “Ooooo, we’re really scared, lady.”
“Stop calling me lady!”   
Vivien moved past them. Clearly they weren’t getting the point. “Whose camera is this?” She pointed at an HD camera sitting on a tripod.
The short one started walking up to her. “Please, ma’am, don’t touch that.”
“I don’t plan to.”
Instead, she touched the tripod. It fell over slowly, like a tall tree collapsing in the middle of a forest. When it crashed against the ground, the camera slid off and smashed against the wall, breaking into a dozen pieces. 
“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Vivien said. “Tell that blond little spitfuck I wish him well.”
After departing the studio lot, Vivien bought her son an ice cream sundae, a banana split, and an Oreo milkshake.
And that was before lunch. 
---
WE NEED TO TALK.
Patrick had sent the text at 11:15, just as she was making her way out of Starbucks. Vivien had gotten maybe an hour of sleep the night before, playing the Jacuzzi incident over and over in her head. She kept expecting to wake up and realize the entire day had been a dream. But she knew that piece of welcoming news would never come.
Her husband had cheated on her.
He had been sleeping with his new secretary. 
Her marriage to the man she had shared every intimate detail of her life with for over eighteen years was coming to an end. 
There was nothing he could do or say to Vivien that could change the way she felt on this bright and nauseatingly hot Friday morning. She wasn’t the kind of person who could forgive easily. Vivien wasn’t a fan of being lied to, let alone cheated on, and Patrick was going to have to shower her with magical gifts from God to get her to talk to him again. 
Vivien’s phone rang. Brandon was on the line. 
“Hello?”
“Hey V,” Brandon said. “Haven’t heard from you. I just wanted to let you know I had a few messages for you.”
“OK.”
“Is everything all right?”
There was a pause. She was shocked to learn even her associate could pick up on the sad tone in her voice. 
“Yes. Why?”
“You seem down.”
“I’m fine.”
“Why didn’t you call the office yesterday after you left? Were you in meetings?”
Vivien started tapping her fingernails against her steering wheel. She changed lanes and cut off an angered driver.
“I had some personal things. What is it to you?”
“Oh. No reason. Just that, you know, in all my months working for you, I’ve never had an afternoon when you didn’t call once.” He swallowed loudly. “I was worried.”
She smiled. How fucking cute.
“Well thanks for thinking of me, Brandon. I’ll be sure to call you a hundred times this afternoon.”
His silence told her he was thinking he shouldn’t have said anything. 
“So what are the messages?”
“Oh, yes. Lila called for you. She wants to set a lunch this weekend.”
“OK. Next?” 
“Tyler Stilletto called. He wanted to talk to you about Christmas in Quebec. He wants to know if you have a firm start date and if you’d be willing to pre-read some of his girls.”
“Oh, Jesus. All right. Can you transfer me?”
“You want to talk to him?”
“Yes, I’ve been ignoring that prick for weeks. Can you get him on the phone for me?”
“Well, yes, but before I do that, I should tell you the last message.”
“Yeah? What’s that?”
Brandon sighed. “A lot of the actors are early. I would get here when you can.”
Vivien’s heart jumped into her throat. “Actors? For what?”  
“You know,” Brandon said. “For the session today? For that period movie Soraya?”
“Oh no,” she said softly. She had completely forgotten about today’s casting session. 
“V? Are you there?”
“SHIT! SHIT SHIT SHIT!”
She could tell that Brandon dropped the phone due to her shrill screams. 
“Brandon! Is the director there yet?”
It took him a moment to answer. “Uhh, yeah he is.”
“OK. How many actors are there already?”
“I don’t know. Ten or so?”
“Damn it! OK, I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Just keep everyone entertained.”
“Umm, I’ll do my best.”
“OK, bye.”
Vivien buried her foot down on the gas pedal and sped through three red lights on her way to the office. 

-17-
It was almost noon when she finally pulled her car into the sad, sprawling parking lot behind her work building. She spent over a minute searching for her key card, the essential tool to actually get inside, and ran over to the back door.  
Then she remembered Buster.
That dog. That goddamned dog.  
She entered the first hallway with Buster in her left arm and her big, heavy bags in her right. She could see at least ten actors chatting and laughing with each other. Some were keeping to themselves, looking over their lines. Two younger actors were throwing a tennis ball back and forth.
She turned to her left and made her way down the wider, larger hallway toward her office. She saw at least ten more actors.  
“Pardon me. Excuse me.”
She felt like she was at a crowded party. In all her years of casting, she had never seen chaos quite like this.
By the time she walked into the office, she was out of breath. She dropped the dog down on the carpet. He promptly found a comfy spot and started to nap.
The first person she saw inside the audition room was the film director, Denis. His legs were crossed, and he was staring at the wall with a look of fiery hatred. 
Vivien turned to her right to see even more actors, some who looked sleepy enough to suggest they had been sitting in the office’s uncomfortable chairs for an hour or more. The phones were ringing off the hook. Tom, whose face was dark red, was trying to answer questions he didn’t know the answer to, and Brandon, calm and laid back no matter what the circumstances, put his hands up in the air with joy when he caught sight of his boss. 
“She’s arrived!” Brandon shouted. “She’s here!”
Vivien motioned for Brandon to join her in her private office. He jumped out of his chair and followed her inside. 
“What the fuck is going on?”
“It’s a nightmare, V,” Brandon said. “It really is. The one day you show up late. Every actor is digging this script. Nobody canceled! They’re all here!”
“I can’t believe this. Why didn’t you remind me about the session today?”
Brandon crossed his arms and chuckled. “Umm, I did remind you. I called you twice last night. Twice this morning. I e-mailed you last night, and once more this morning.”
“I didn’t receive any of those!” She was sweating and losing the color in her face. 
Brandon looked at her with concern. “Are you OK?”
“Huh?”
“Your face. You look weathered.”
“I look weathered? What? Brandon, I’m not in the mood! Go turn the camera on!”
“OK. We have almost forty actors waiting, just so you know.” 
“Oh my God. OK. Let’s get this party started.”
She turned off her cell phone and made her way into the audition room where her husband, and her problems, couldn’t reach her. 
---
Two hours had passed and things were as insane as ever. More and more actors were showing up. Tom looked near a nervous breakdown. Even Brandon was showing signs of calamitous behavior.
“Can I get some lunch?” Brandon asked.
“No.”
“Please. I’m starving.”
“Not right now.” 
“I feel like I’m about to faint!”
“Let’s finish the session. I’ll let you go home early, OK?”
He backed away, satisfied enough with the arrangement. “I like it.”
 Brandon’s look of contentment, however, quickly turned to one of fear. Vivien tried to ignore it and hope it was nothing that needed her immediate attention.
She looked at the director. “All right, Denis, you ready for the next one?”
“I guess,” the director said, his voice deep and raspy. “I can hardly catch my breath here.”
“Sorry. But trust me, this is much better than no actors showing up.”
She looked down at her session sheet to see they were only halfway done. She felt like she had just reached the middle of Stephen King’s latest doorstopper, proud of herself for how far she’d gotten, but weary of the long journey she still had ahead of her.
She looked back at Denis. He cracked his neck and started scratching the bottom of his chin. 
Denis was a sixty-year-old theatre director making his directorial debut on the period movie Soraya. His voice sounded like he took up smoking at the age of three, but he was a sweet guy, and he had written a solid script. 
Tom shuffled in, looking as if he had aged from eighteen to eighty in the last hour. Sweat was dripping from the bottom of his cheeks, and his eyes looked as if someone had been poking at them with sharp forks.
“Are you ready for the next actor? A few more just showed up.”
Vivien nodded. “Yes, please send in the next one. Thank you, Tim.”
“It’s Tom.” 
She didn’t correct herself.
“V?” Brandon asked, as Tom closed the door. 
“Yes?”
“We have a problem.”
Vivien didn’t want any problems. She wanted a force field surrounding the audition room to keep out problems. “What is it?”
“I’m out of battery.”
“So get another one.”
“I don’t have another one.”
Vivien tried not to make eye contact with the director. “Well, then, start charging the battery you have, and we’ll take a break. I need to pee, anyway.”
“I can’t,” Brandon said.
Vivien stood up. “Why not?”
“I left my charger at home.”
Vivien crossed her arms and stared at Brandon. She was trying to figure out if she should kill him now or kill him later. “Brandon, I don’t ask much of you. We need tape. On every actor. What the fuck is the matter with you?”
“I’m so sorry.”
“This has never happened before!”
“I know!”
“Why today! Of all days!” 
Denis jumped up and stepped outside the casting room door before Vivien could say another word. He stepped back in and shook his head with amazement. “It’s kids. Mostly kids out there. And their parents.”
Vivien furrowed her brow. “Oh God. OK. How many?”
“Twenty-five, maybe thirty.”
Vivien wanted to crawl under a rock and die. “Goddammit, Brandon. Do you think somebody in the building might have a battery or a charger?”
Before Brandon could answer her, Tom poked his head in.
“Ms. Slate?”
“WHAAAAAAAAT!”  
Tom looked ready to start bawling. “Ms. Slate, I don’t feel so good.”
She didn’t even bother to look at him.
“I think I need to go home,” the intern said. “I think I might throw up.”
Vivien wondered how much it would hurt the boy if she took her right elbow and brought it crashing down against his two-inch wiener. 
She could hear the phone ringing, as well as the awful stage moms talking amongst themselves in the waiting room. 
“Ms. Slate?” Tom asked again. “Did you hear me?”
She glared at Tom with the kind of venom she showed the doctors in the minutes before being administered her epidural back in 1998. “Here! Let me help you!”
Her left hand grabbed hold of the bottom button of his golf shirt, and her right hand gripped the sweaty hair on his head. 
“Owww!” Tom shouted. “You’re hurting me!”
She pulled him out of the audition room and through the waiting room. A group of women similar to the ones she had encountered earlier in the day was stinking up her space. They all looked mortified at what she was doing. At least three little girls started to cry.
Vivien wanted to assure everyone that things were under control. “It’s fine. Everyone remain calm. The intern is just having a little nausea.” 
As she pulled him down the hallway and over to the little boy’s room, Tom had a look of panic on his face that suggested he might shit his pants before he threw up his morning breakfast. 
A Jiggawatts employee, chit-chatting on his cell phone while taking a noisy piss, watched in amazement as Vivien took this little kid into the bathroom’s lone stall and dropped him down to his knees. 
She pressed Tom’s face so close to the toilet water that the tips of his spiked, blond hair started getting wet.   
“Here you go!”
“Ms. Slate! Please!” 
“Puke away! I’ll hold your hair!”
Tom started crying. Vivien pulled his head up.
“Don’t make me stand here all day!” she shouted. 
The employee didn’t even bother to flush. He zipped up his pants and calmly tiptoed out of the bathroom.
Tom put his hands on the toilet seat, supporting himself.
Vivien got quiet and brought her mouth to his ear. “There you go. Good boy. Just let it out.”
A disturbing gurgle noise emanated from his mouth, followed by brown, chunky vomit so disgusting Vivien had to look away. He kept trying to breathe between upchucks, but he was struggling. 
“My God, boy,” Vivien said. “What did you eat today?” 
When he finished, Vivien finally let him go. He slumped down against the cold bathroom floor and continued to cry.
“I quit!” he shouted. 
Vivien stood up and started walking out of the bathroom. 
“Did you hear me!” he shouted again. 
Vivien just ignored him. “Get back in the office,” she said, her back turned to him. “And start checking messages!”
Much to her surprise, the kid continued. “You are crazy! Do you know that!”
She turned around, shocked to hear these words coming from the mouth of an intern, of all people.  
Vivien lowered her voice, but there was still menace. “Excuse me, Tim? What did you just say to me?”
Tom stood up and stumbled over to her, almost falling back down to the ground in the process. He wiped some puke from his chin and stood up straight.
“It’s Tom, you bitch!” 
The intern slapped her, hard enough to take her by surprise, but not hard enough for her to want to punch the scrawny boy back. 
Even if she had wanted to, the kid was out the door and running down the hallway. She knew she would never hear from him again. 
She took hold of her chin. He had hit her right in the jaw. Her teeth started hurting, and she remembered it had been at least a year since Patrick had forced her to take a seat in his dentist chair. 
Vivien’s madness was momentarily replaced with a look of sorrow. She opened the bathroom door.
The kind, hippie animator stood before her. 
He had a look of surprise at first, but then he laughed, pointing to the end of the hall. “The girl’s bathroom is that way.” 
She tried to chuckle but couldn’t muster up the energy. “Oops. My bad. Hi again.”
“Hi Vivien.”
She thought about taking this opportunity to ask the man’s name, but he had already entered the bathroom. As she walked down the hallway, she could clearly hear the groans of a man experiencing explosive diarrhea. 
When Vivien returned to the waiting area, almost all of the moms and daughters had left. 
An elderly woman who looked ninety stood up. “Excuse me? Are you going to see my granddaughter before I die? We’ve been here for over an hour.”
“GET OUT!” Vivien screamed. “ALL OF YOU!” 
As Vivien walked back to her private office, she heard a few scattered “that’s the last time we audition for one of her movies!” and “you’ll be hearing from my agent!” She looked over toward the audition room to see that the director had bailed, too. 
Vivien stepped into her office and glanced down at her phone. There were no more texts, but there was a voicemail from her buddy Lila. She immediately picked up the phone and called her. While she waited for the pretty old dame to pick up, she started searching her purse for cigarettes. Then she remembered she hadn’t smoked in over fifteen years. 
“Viv?” a lethargic Lila asked. A male voice could be heard moaning beside her. 
Vivien sighed. “Lila?”
“Yes?”
Vivien felt icky, as if she had just opened a bathroom door to see her mother and father doing it in the shower. “Are you having… are you having sex?”
“What do you think?”
Vivien cracked her knuckles. She didn’t find this humorous at all. “So my associate said you called earlier?” 
“Oh, yeah, my buddy Regan just opened up a new restaurant in Pasadena. It’s this really great Indian place. Did you want to have lunch with me tomorrow?”
Vivien needed to make sure her schedule for the weekend was clear. She turned and saw that Brandon had also disappeared. 
She shook her head in amazement, stunned that even her reliable associate had stepped out early, but then, with a joyful sigh, she caught him in the corner of her eye. He was still there, now at his desk. He had just been on the ground plugging his laptop power chord into the wall.
She managed a smile. Brandon truly was the only person she could count on.
“Viv?” Lila was waiting for an answer. 
“Lunch. Tomorrow. Yes. E-mail me the details.”
The two exchanged a few more pleasantries before Vivien started hearing more moaning, and she quickly hung up. 
She switched back over to Patrick’s text and stared at it for a few seconds. She had nothing to say to him. She pushed the phone aside, stood up, and stretched her arms all the way up to the ceiling.
She walked into the large, adjacent room to see Brandon finishing up a phone call. 
When he finished, he turned to Vivien with the biggest look of guilt she had ever seen. “I’m really sorry about the batteries, Vivien. I promise it won’t happen again.”
He didn’t call her Vivien often. When he did, it made her sad.  
“Go home,” she said.
Before Brandon could respond, Vivien walked back into her office and slammed the door behind her.  
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Her computer froze again. That wheel spinny thingie, as Vivien liked to call it, started annoyingly rotating in a clockwise direction. Before she knew it, she lost access to all of her e-mails. 
Vivien scooted her chair back and tried to keep herself from screaming. She looked down at the carpet to see Buster on his side asleep. She laughed and turned back to her computer. 
It was late afternoon. She felt tired and weak, and she didn’t particularly know what the next few days would have in store. Part of her just wanted to leave town for a few months and isolate herself in a cabin in the woods somewhere. 
Two things, however, would hold her back. One, she had a kid. As much as she loved Gavin, sometimes she had to pinch herself to remember she had offspring who was relying on her for food, clothing, and shelter. She would have to take Gavin with her, and there was no way a social troublemaker like him would manage to spend a weekend alone with her, let alone an entire summer. And two, Vivien had commitments. She had three movies she was casting, and she had signed firm contracts that specified certain deadlines for her work. For example, Christmas in Quebec would be shooting in November, so she would have to be completely done casting by October. That gave her only eight weeks. And considering that project was paying her the most—thirty-five thousand—she owed it to the producer and director to be fully immersed in the project. She would still give Brandon and her lowly interns most of the work, but she would at least try to show up to sessions on time. 
Vivien looked at her cell phone again. She had looked at it over fifty times in the last hour.
She walked over to Brandon’s desk and nodded with delight at how clean and organized everything was. Her only source of chaos in the moment was to see that there were thirteen messages on the answering machine. She figured Brandon could check the messages first thing Monday morning. 
Vivien contemplated traipsing through the giant office building in search of a comfy couch, given that she needed to kill time before picking up Gavin from his acting class, when a voice startled her from her right.
“Is this casting?” The voice was cool and quiet.  
She turned around and almost fainted from the beauty. A young man looking close to thirty years old was standing in the doorway. His hair was slicked back and gelled. He wore a tight white tank top and a black pair of jeans. His facial features were striking, to say the least. His chiseled cheekbones and arresting brown eyes made him look like sex in human form. 
Vivien figured this guy definitely had the wrong place. “Uhh, yes, this is casting.”
“Great! Am I late?”
She took a step closer. “I’m sorry?”
“I was told over the phone that auditions were until four o’clock today.”
Vivien thought back. She had told Brandon to set up actors until four. 
“That might be true,” she said, “but unfortunately the director had to leave. He and the camera operator are long gone.”
“Oh,” he said, lowering his head. “Well, I’m sorry for wasting your time.”  
He turned and started to walk down the hallway.
Vivien wasn’t going to let this one go. “Whoa! Wait!”
He looked back at her. “Yes?”
“I’m sorry. I’m trying to figure out what role you’re reading for?”
“I was going to read for the role of Lancaster.”
“Lancaster?” Vivien repeated. 
She didn’t see it. He looked way too young for the role. Lancaster had to be believable as a man who had been married to a woman for over ten years. Plus, most of the movie would show the character at his most pained and vulnerable, after having lost his wife in a tragic accident. The model perfection of the man who stood in front of her would be too distracting in the part.
“I’ll see you in the audition room. Just one moment.”
Fuck it. This guy’s a wet dream on legs.  
She closed her door and frantically looked herself over in her tiny mirror that she had hung up only recently for moments like this one. She didn’t use it all that much, but she wanted to thank the heavenly Lord above that she had the mirror now. She looked better than she thought she would but still felt embarrassed by a bad hair day and the devastatingly noticeable bags under her eyes. She put on some dark red lipstick, made sure some cleavage was showing, and stepped into the audition room.
Vivien had long ago put her session sheet for the day away, so she grabbed any random sheet of blank paper she could find and scribbled some random notes on it to suggest she had been using it earlier. She opened the door to see the dreamy young man sitting in one of the waiting room chairs, listening to some music on an iPod. He smiled at her with chill-inducing pearly whites.
“OK,” she said. “I’m ready for you.”
---
The audition room was as bare as ever. Vivien typically only found herself in this sad room when she had a director rattling off mumbo jumbo into her ear and Brandon staying busy with his camera. Sitting by herself in the room made her feel like she had fallen into a giant white abyss that she would never be able to climb out of. The room seriously had no style. 
Color, however, did find its way into the room, when the dark-skinned actor made his way inside and shut the door behind him. He handed her his headshot. It didn’t even begin to give this man justice.
“What’s your name, honey?”
“Jonathan Korlajarean.”
“That’s an interesting name.”
“Thank you.”
“Where are you from?”
He looked surprised by all the questions. “Umm, all over, really. The city I most remember as a kid was Bilbao, Spain.”
“Wow. What’s your ethnic background? You have a really great look, if you don’t mind me saying.”
He tried not to blush. “That’s very kind of you. I’m Spanish, specifically Basque.”
“Basque?” He might as well have said Martian. 
“It’s a small area at the edge of Spain and France.”
“Well, Jonathan, I must say I’ve never had a Basque actor in my twenty years of casting. So consider yourself a rare first in my office.”
He chuckled to himself, still nervous. He nodded and didn’t say anything more. 
There was a moment of silence. Vivien just kept staring at him. She wished she had told Brandon to leave his camera behind. She wanted to be able to replay every second of this audition.
He looked to his side, and then back at her. He didn’t look sure about what was supposed to happen next.
“All right,” Vivien said. “Would you like to give this scene a try? I need to just find the scene in my notes here.”
“Absolutely.” 
He waited for Vivien to pull the scene out of one of her many bags. 
“Do you want me to do all three scenes?” Jonathan asked. 
“Please. Anything you’ve prepared, I want to see.”
“OK. Just give me a second.”
He turned around, apparently getting into character. Vivien had a lot of pet peeves about auditions, one of the biggest being when actors had to take a minute in the room to find the heart and soul of the character.  
But not today. Vivien leaned back in her chair and took in the scenery as she got a great view of Jonathan’s gorgeous round ass.
He turned around and started the first scene. The director had chosen three great moments from the script that showed different emotional ranges. But Vivien wasn’t paying attention to his acting. She could tell from his first line reading that he was all wrong for the part, and he didn’t seem to have a grasp on the realities of the scene. She knew that if he had any chance to make it in this world, he would have to flee to New York to become an underwear model. Acting was definitely not this guy’s strong suit.
But she didn’t care. For the first time in forever, it seemed, she was having a good time. 
She had him do the first scene three times. She had him do the next scene four times. By the time he was working on the last scene, she felt guilty enough to stop him after two tries.
When he finished, he smiled at her with wishful eyes. 
Vivien nodded as if she had just witnessed the greatest audition of her life. “That was great. Really. Very, very good. Thank you so much for coming in.”
He bowed his head and took a step forward. “Thank you, Ms. Slate. I’ve only been in L.A. for a short while, but I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, I respect your work a lot, and it’s been a privilege for me to audition for you today.”
She flipped over his headshot. He had only a handful of credits. 
“Are you represented by anybody?” 
“No,” he said. “I’m in the process of signing with a manager now.”
“Oh. Well, good. It’s really difficult to find work out here if you don’t have representation.”
“Yeah, I’m trying.”
She brought her hands down on the table, the only object that separated Vivien from this handsome boy’s genitals. 
“If you don’t mind me asking,” Vivien said, “how did you acquire this audition?”
Jonathan looked dumbfounded. “It was pretty crazy actually. Out of the blue this nice guy Brandon called me and said he had found me on Actors Access and wanted me to come in to audition.”
Figures.
“Ah, well, that Brandon has a good eye. He works for me. He likes bringing in fresh faces, and yours was the freshest of the entire day.”
She wished she hadn’t said that. Now she was sounding desperate.
“Well, listen,” he said, “if you ever need to get a hold of me in the near future, please feel free to call me anytime.” 
He handed her a card that stated his phone number, e-mail, Facebook page, and Twitter account. 
On the outside, she was nodding and taking the card from his hand like any polite casting director would, but inside, she was starting to get wet.
“Thank you, Jonathan. I’ll give you a call.”
“Yeah?” He finally seemed to be flirting with her.
“Yes. Absolutely.” 
She put her hand out. She expected him to shake it, but instead, he bent down and kissed it. “Thank you again for this opportunity, Ms. Slate.”
“Please. Call me Vivien.”
“OK… Vivien…”
He turned around and walked out of the casting room. Before she had a chance to say good-bye, he was gone. 
Vivien walked across the room and peered down the hallway to make sure no one was around. She closed the audition room door and walked back to her chair. She looked at his card with all his personal details and put it in one of her bags. 
She sat up straight and darted her eyes toward Jonathan’s headshot. The high-pitched sounds of moaning, similar to what she heard earlier on the phone with Lila, emanated from her own mouth. 
Vivien started fingering herself.     
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“You’re joking.”
“No.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.”
“You’re totally, a hundred percent serious.”
“Uh huh.” 
There was a pause. “I’M GONNA KILL THAT SON OF A BITCH!”   
The high pitch of Lila’s scream caught Vivien so off guard that she jolted herself back against her chair and knocked her fork and spoon off the table. She turned around to see a room filled with mostly Indian men and women staring at the two of them. Vivien imagined they were not pleased to see such pale white vermin invading their respectable Pasadena restaurant.
“I mean it,” Lila said. “I’m gonna kill him.”
“Don’t say that, please.”
“I can’t believe it. That man had everything. He really did. You are and have always been a catch, no doubt about it. If I were a dyke, I would’ve fallen madly in love with you.”
Vivien grinned. “Well, I guess that’s something.”
“How’s Gavin taking it?”
“He’s OK. I don’t think he really understands it. He just knows that his father did something really bad, and Mommy’s not happy. Thankfully he’s never been super close to his dad, so I think he’ll be able to adjust to this new life.”
“Has Patrick called you?”
“One text. No calls.”
“I bet he’s afraid of you.”
“As he should be.”
Vivien looked over the menu. She had tried Indian Food only once on a drunken night in college, so she was struggling trying to decipher the bizarre names of all the dinner dishes. She had choices like Fish Pakora, Shrimp Bhuna, and Navratan Korma.
An overweight Indian waitress stepped in front of the table. “Welcome to Mulakat. May I take your order?”
Lila had already made up her mind. “The Karhai Gosht. Make it extra spicy, thanks.”
“And you?” the waitress asked, now looking at Vivien. 
“Just chicken curry, mild,” Vivien said.
The waitress picked up their menus and made her way to another table.  
“What the hell did you order?” Vivien asked. 
“Karhai Gosht.”
“Is it edible?”
“It’s lamb. It’s as good as sex.”
“Really.”
“Yes. You know. Sex? It’s something even women our age still like to do?” Vivien didn’t see where she was going with this. “You need to get some, Viv. You know what you should do?”
“What?”
“You should cheat on Patrick.”
Vivien smiled and tapped her fingernails against the table. “It’s been two days since I saw Patrick with that teenaged secretary of his. I’m still so riddled with jealousy and bitterness that I can’t think about much else than wanting to see him die.” 
“He has to pay for what he did.”
“Well, yeah, I agree.”
“You can’t just shoot him, or stab him to death, or poison him with painkillers?”
“I could cut his weenie off.”
Lila grinned at the morbidity of the conversation. “I don’t know if I like the sound of the word ‘weenie’ but I like where you’re going.”
“Let me just say this,” Vivien said. “The very thought of my husband right now makes my blood boil so much that I want to flip this table over.”
“Get angry,” Lila said. “Getting angry is good.”
“How could he do this to me? How could he do this to my son?”
“Gavin deserves better.”
“He does. In so many ways. Patrick’s never been the best role model for Gavin. And now he’s ripped away any dignity he had left.”
Lila’s cell phone started to ring. She wisely turned it off and kept her focus on the current conversation. 
Vivien took a deep breath and wiped away some sweat on the back of her neck. “I’m so angry at him, Lila, I can barely think. I trusted him, you know? I loved him.”
“And now?”
Vivien didn’t say anything for a moment. She looke down, and then back up at Lila. “I want him to pay.” 
“Do it,” Lila said.
“Do what?”
“You know what.”
“No, I don’t.”
Lila smiled, as if the naughtiest thought that had ever entered her brain just presented itself in glorified, pornographic fashion. “You need to fuck a younger man.”
---
The dinner plates were abundant with food. Vivien tried Lila’s dish but the touch of lamb meat on her tongue almost made her gag. 
“Speaking of sex,” Vivien said, “how’s your sex life with Walter?” 
Walter was Lila’s fourth husband, a man of wisdom and stability, as well as an eye-popping family fortune. He was ten years Lila’s senior.
“Let’s just say Cialis is our new best friend,” Lila said. “I mark out a couple of days in my calendar every month and we go at it like bunny rabbits.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“By day two, I’m exhausted. But until that giant, gray-haired pecker bows his head, I pump him for all he’s worth.”
“And it feels good?”
“It feels great,” Lila said. “But the guy can’t get frisky with me all the time. He’d drop dead of a heart attack. And I’d be on to husband numero cinco.”
“Fifth time’s the charm, right?”
“I love Walter, I do. But sometimes I miss being single.”
“Why?”
“You remember! The last time I was between husbands? I felt seventeen all over again. I was a living, breathing bathhouse. One dick in each end. I must’ve screwed half of the San Fernando Valley.”
“That’s a pretty thought.”
“And some were hot. Super hot. Like, even I was surprised to have their young, pretty dicks penetrating my happy place.”
“How young?
“Young, Viv.”
“Young, dumb, and full of cum?”
“You know it. Cum provided most of my nutrients for that period of my life.”
Vivien looked down at her food but decided after that comment she wasn’t exactly hungry anymore. She pushed her plate forward. Lila was still ravenously eating her dish like a tiger tearing through a pig’s intestines. 
“What I’m trying to say is,” Lila continued, “that you have an amazing opportunity here to mess around with some hotties. Nobody would blame you. How could they? Your husband cheated on you with a younger woman in your very own Jacuzzi for Christ’s sake. You’ve got a free pass. One that’s not gonna last forever.”
“I’m too old, Lila.”
“You’re a goddess. You don’t look a day over thirty. I bet you could get a cute kid in his early twenties easy.”
“Oh shut up.”
“Easy.” Lila snapped her fingers to get the check. “I got this.”
“Thanks.” She wasn’t in the mood to offer to pay, anyway.  
“Where are you staying right now?” Lila asked. 
Vivien shrugged her shoulders and sighed. “Holiday Inn.”
She might as well have said Motel 6. “No.”
“What?”
“You’re staying with me. I have the guest bedroom!”
Vivien shook her head. “Lila, no. I don’t want to be a burden.”
“Honey, a burden was those occasional dinners when I had to entertain your entire family. But now, with Patrick out of the picture, I welcome you and your son with open arms.”
“You sure?”
“Trust me. I would love to have the two of you over. Please say yes.”
“Can I bring the dog, too?”
“The little critter, too. As long as he doesn’t stink up the place.” 
Vivien didn’t have to think too hard. “Yes. Of course, yes.”
Lila threw her pen down and put the bill aside. “Vivien, take my hands.”
“What?”
“Just do it.”
Vivien put her hands on hers. She looked around with the suspicion that everyone in the restaurant was staring at them.  
“Repeat after me,” Lila said with a smile. 
“OK.”
“I am a goddess.” 
“I’m a goddess.”
“I’m super horny.”
Vivien cleared her throat. “I’ve never really liked that word.”
“Say it.”
“OK. I’m horny.”
“And I can get any young stud I want.”
Vivien grinned. She could say that. “I can get any stud I want.”
Lila let go and pointed. “Good. Now start with that one.”
Vivien followed Lila’s finger over toward the front door, where a young white couple were making their way inside.
“Who?” 
“That guy right there. He’s gorgeous.”
“He’s not that hot,” Vivien said. “And plus he’s with a girl.” 
“So?”
“So, he’s on a date.”
“That girl looks too frigid. She’ll never have sex with him before marriage. You totally have a shot. Go say hi.”
“This is ridiculous.”
“Come on.”
Lila stood up. She was not going to take ‘no’ for an answer. She grabbed hold of Vivien by her stiff shoulders and pushed her across the room toward the table where the two were sitting down. 
“Introduce yourself,” Lila said.
Vivien didn’t want to, but she took a step closer to the table. The boy was just semi-cute and looked no older than twenty-five. His plain-looking date looked up at her first, probably wondering if Vivien were their waitress. The boy looked up at Vivien and locked eyes. 
Vivien searched for the first words she could think of. “Hello… you… handsome little devil, you.” 
There wasn’t much of a reaction. The boy looked at a loss for words. The girl just looked confused. 
Vivien nodded and walked out of the restaurant, mortified. Lila giggled from behind her and stepped outside as well.  
“That was pathetic!” Lila shouted. 
“I can’t do this, Lila. I can’t.”
“Shut up!” Lila locked armed with Vivien. “What’s Gavin doing tonight?”
“He’s at his friend’s place. A sleepover.”
“Perfect.”
“Why?”
Lila smiled and looked up at the stars. “It’s a beautiful night, Viv. We’re gonna get this party started.”
“Party? What party?”
Lila kissed Vivien on the cheek. “I’m getting you laid, you crazy bitch. Tonight, we are going out!”
Vivien didn’t want to give in to this idea just yet, but as they walked back to Lila’s car, she was already thinking she would wear the black dress.
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Vivien popped an Altoid in her mouth and took a few steps forward to the mirror in Lila’s living room. She studied her face. If she had a scorecard, she would rate herself an eight. 
Vivien was forty-four years old but looked to be in her late thirties. Tonight, she wanted to look twenty-seven. She had spent the length of a sitcom in the shower, plus double that to doll herself up. Her breasts weren’t behaving themselves tonight, and she struggled making them look perky in her tight black dress. She hadn’t worn this dress in at least a year, but Vivien felt warmth in her heart knowing she had never worn it on a night out with Patrick.
Vivien started hearing footsteps coming from Lila’s bedroom. She turned around and waited to see a vixen. Instead, she saw Yoda.
It was Walter. In his mid-sixties, refined, but definitely old looking, he ogled Vivien in such a way that she felt like a piece of artwork displayed in a French museum. 
“My word, Vivien Slate, is that really you?” If Walter was going to make a move on her while she was staying at Lila’s place, she figured this was going to be the time.
“Oh, yes,” Vivien said. “Do I look all right? Lila and I have a date tonight.”
“She’s told me all about it. Sounds like fun.”
Vivien thought the brief conversation was over, but he continued to stare at her. She figured he was trying to imagine what she looked like naked. The thought of Walter in the buff didn’t occur to her once. 
“Thank you for letting me stay at your place for a few days,” Vivien said. “You and Lila have really been great about all this.”
“It’s quite all right. It’s nice to have company over.”
The tension was tangible, and Vivien wondered if she’d be forced into having sex tonight not with a young stud but with an older Mister Rogers type. 
“Do you know if Lila is ready yet?” she asked. 
Like an answer to Vivien’s question, a door slammed behind them so loud Walter looked ready for his second heart attack. 
“Ready, Freddy!” Lila appeared around the corner. 
Vivien wanted to ask Lila if they were heading to a Hollywood party with an 80’s theme, because Lila’s wild hair and rainbow of colors on her skimpy dress brought back memories of Molly Ringwald and BETA tapes.  
“You look amazing,” Vivien said. She meant it, just maybe not in the way that Lila was hoping for.
Lila gave her wrinkly husband a kiss on the cheek and headed toward the door.
“Don’t you girls stay out too late now,” Walter said, as if he were Lila’s conservative father. 
“Bye honey bunch,” Lila said and made her way out into the cool night air. Vivien followed, looking into the mirror one last time. She was pleased.
---
Silver Lake was the girls’ destination. While Vivien had enjoyed her occasional hike at Griffith Park and a bite to eat in charming Los Feliz, she had never stepped foot in Silver Lake. The town reminded her of anywhere else in the Valley, with just enough pizzazz to outclass Tarzana. Lila drove around in circles for what felt like an hour before she finally found a spot between a truck and an RV. 
The club was called The Temple, and there was a long line of people outside. Vivien felt better about herself when she saw women seemingly older than twenty standing in line. 
“This is it, right?” Lila asked. “The Temple? My eyes aren’t what they used to be.”
“Yes. We’re at the right place.”
“Oh, good,” Lila said, nearly tripping and falling flat on the street pavement. “There’s a place called Akbar down the street. We don’t want that. That’s for the butt boys.”
“Butt boys?”
“Uh huh.”
“You mean butt buddies?”
“Whatever. It’s a club for men, and only men, and a handful of women who have zero self respect.”
Vivien laughed. “Well, this place looks to be a good mix of both guys and girls.”
“Perfect. We’re getting you laid tonight if it’s the last thing I do.”     
When they finally made their way inside, Lila was already making her way over to her first candidate. 
Vivien started walking toward the bar. “Do you want a drink?”
“What?” The loud music drowned out all the human voices.
“A drink!” 
“What! Say again!” 
“DO YOU WANT A DRINK!”
Lila still didn’t seem to hear her. But she nodded anyway.
Vivien started walking backward. “I’LL GET YOU A VODKA CRANBERRY!” 
Lila put her thumb up in the air and started making her way toward the dance floor. 
An old, pudgy bartender smiled at Vivien. “What can I get for ya!”
Vivien peered over a woman’s shoulder, trying to keep her eye on him. “Two cape cods, please!” 
He heard her. He had clearly become talented in reading people’s mouths.
Vivien turned around and saw Lila dancing with not one but two young hotties. Both looked half Lila’s age. 
“Two cape cods!” the bartender shouted. “That’s eighteen!” 
Vivien plopped a twenty on the counter and moseyed over to an empty table with the drinks. She sat down and immediately took a giant gulp of the vodka cranberry. It was the best thing she had tasted in a long time.
She sat there for a few minutes, enjoying her drink, watching Lila grind up against not two but three guys now in what was becoming a potential orgy. She thought she saw Lila start kissing one of them, but noticed she was only whispering in his ear. 
Vivien maneuvered her eyes toward the other tables. Most of the men she could see were with other women or in groups. It took her more than a minute to finally zone in on a young guy who was all by his lonesome. He appeared to be busy texting someone on his cell phone, but he was definitely alone and likely in need of an attractive female companion. He wasn’t insanely cute—he had red hair and a messy goatee—but he definitely was someone she could see herself going down on if the mood struck her right.
But what the hell do I say?
She stared at the guy for another five minutes. He didn’t look her way once. 
“Hey you.” Vivien jumped out of her chair when Lila surprised her from behind and grabbed her shoulders. “Oops, sorry,” Lila said. “Didn’t mean to get you up off your chair, you loser bee-yatch!”
“What does that mean?” 
“You are such a coward sitting over here by yourself. Go! Get some action! Drain your troubles, baby. That’s why we’re here.”
“I don’t really see anyone to my liking,” Vivien said with an aura of self-righteousness.
“Honey, baby,” Lila said, “tonight’s not the night to be picky. Find a guy who’s just good looking enough to turn you on. And attack him like a wild vulture.”
“You really bring out the best in me, don’t you?”
“Who do you like?”
“What?”
“Who here do you want to ride like a bronco?”
 “I told you. No one.”
Lila grabbed Vivien’s face with her sweaty hands and smashed her lips against hers. Before Vivien could blink, Lila started shoving her tongue down her throat. Lila dipped her all the way to the ground before Vivien could gather enough strength to push her friend away.
“What the fuck, Lila!” 
Lila started laughing. “I swear, Viv,” she said, her lipstick now spread over her chin and cheeks, “I’m gonna start kissing you on the minute every minute until you get away from this goddamn table and start chatting up some boy toys. You’re got less than sixty seconds. Go!”
Vivien put her hands through her hair and walked away from Lila. No matter how afraid Vivien was to talk to any guys tonight, the morbid reality of feeling that slimy tongue in her mouth again kept her feet moving in a linear direction toward the red head.
Before she knew it, she was standing to the right of him. He had by now put his phone in his pocket. Vivien stood still, waiting for him to smile at her. He still wouldn’t look her way. 
Finally, she decided to give the art of speech a whirl. “Do you come here often?”
He didn’t even hear her. She cleared her throat. 
“EXCUSE ME!” she shouted. During her louder than expected shriek, the music took a dip in volume, and the redhead jumped back in fright. “Oh!” Vivien said. “I’m so sorry!”
“What the hell’s the matter with you?” He grabbed his phone and disappeared to the back of the club.
As Vivien stood there pessimistic that she’d be finding true love at a mediocre bar in Silver Lake, she started thinking back on her dating life before Patrick. She had thrown herself into her career at an early age and had done little dating before the supposed love of her life Mr. Hess, D.D.S., came along. Vivien realized that she couldn’t even remember how to approach a guy. 
“You want another Frenchie?” 
Lila appeared behind Vivien, but this time, Vivien was ready. She turned and saw Lila’s tongue coming at her like a slithering snake. 
Vivien ducked and started pushing her away. 
“Give me a smooch!” Lila said. “Give me a kiss! A big, wet kiss!”
“Go away!” Vivien shouted. “Don’t point your tongue at me!” 
Lila smiled and surprised Vivien by having a brand new drink in her hand. Lila drank the whole thing in one impressive gulp. “You better get moving. This place doesn’t stay open forever.”
Vivien looked around the bar and found another one. He looked close to forty, and he was, again, not the most attractive guy in the universe. She started walking toward him but stopped when she saw a younger woman sit beside him in the booth and start chewing on his neck like a hungry vampire. 
Vivien turned to her left. There were fewer options by the second. 
Finally, she eyed another one. This one was the beginning, middle, and end of a cum shot. This one was perfect.
He looked to be in his late twenties. He had short brown hair and sported a handsome beard. He looked like a hot nerd, the kind of younger guy she might be able to sleep with if he were having a really disappointing night and wanted an older hottie to make him feel better.  
Lila was giving her encouragement from the bar as Vivien walked up to him, stepping closer and closer. As she made her way toward his corner, he noticed her coming over. He smiled.
“Hi,” she said from afar. “I’m Vivien.”
“Dusty.” Up close he had an adorable collection of freckles plastered on his young face.
“Nice to meet you. Are you having fun tonight?”
“It’s been OK,” he said. “The music’s usually better. Is this your first time here?”
“Yeah. I’ve never been to Silver Lake, actually.”
Dusty took a step closer. “Really? I live near here, in Echo Park. This is a cute part of the city. You should definitely make your way out here more often.”
“I definitely will.” The pause was inevitable. Vivien didn’t like pauses when it came to talking to potential sex mates. “Can I ask how old you are?” Vivien regretted the question as soon as she asked it, but she was curious.
“How old do you want me to be?” he responded. 
Perfect answer. 
“Do you like older women?”
“You’re not an older woman.”
She grinned. “Well that’s sweet of you to say.”
He smiled and showed her his teeth. They were more yellow than she had hoped for, but she tried to look past the minor setback. 
Vivien decided now was the time to make her move. He didn’t appear to have anything else to say, so she looked into his eyes and stood up on her tippy toes.
She took hold of his shirt and leaned in to kiss him. A magical moment seemed imminent. 
But then she missed his mouth and slammed her forehead against his nose. 
“OWWWW!” he screamed. 
“Oh!” Vivien said. “Shit! I’m sorry!”
Dusty put his hand over his nose and bent over toward the ground, blood spraying from his nostrils. “Motherfucker!” 
“Oh, damn it, that was my fault. Not on purpose though. Totally not on purpose!”
The freckled boy looked at her one more time before stumbling toward the men’s bathroom in the back 
Vivien was speechless. She felt her twelve-year-old self would’ve been able to handle the situation better. 
Lila appeared behind her. “I take it that didn’t go well.”
Vivien didn’t bother turning around to look at her. “No. It didn’t.”
Her enthusiasm for the evening had faded, and now, all Vivien wanted to do was get the hell out of there. She moved past Lila and sped out of the club, pushing through twenty people or more just to get to Lila’s car.  
Lila didn’t come out for another thirty minutes.
By then, Vivien had started walking home. 
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While Vivien had been busy applying mascara and attacking her hair with an oversized flat iron for her big night out on the town, Tyler Stiletto was busy making phone calls at his dark and deserted office at Maple and Wilshire in Beverly Hills. Tyler had been working weekends ever since high school, and it always surprised him that lazy Americans had to take two days a week off work when one was more than enough.  
In the last few years, he had come to love his Saturdays. While other guys his age were sleeping in, going to the beach, and checking out the latest summer blockbuster, he was at the office, catching up on the week’s workload. Monday through Friday were always hectic as hell due to the amount of calls coming in and going out, and Sunday freaked Tyler out because he didn’t really understand the concept of relaxation. Saturday provided a nice blend of hard work and quiet time. 
In the early afternoon, he would usually get a quick bite at the over-priced café down the street. The rest of the day and night would consist of Tyler cold calling all the casting directors in town about their newest projects and leaving endless amounts of voice-mails. He estimated he left at least 200 voice-mails on any given Saturday. On a rare occasion, he would catch a casting director on the phone, but he or she would almost immediately hang up on him. He recognized that sometimes he came across as more annoying than persistent, but that was OK. His clients, which now numbered more than sixty, were getting auditions, callbacks, and, most importantly, jobs. Life was good for Tyler Stiletto, but he was always striving for more. He wanted not just to be rich but also to have great power as one of the biggest name agents in all of L.A. 
Kevin Huvane, eat your fucking heart out. 
It was now after dark. The depressing family of six who took the trash every night had come in today, too, and they looked at him with confusion as to why he was in the building. He tried to avoid eye contact.
Tyler had been making calls for more than five hours, and he still had another hour to go, at least. Tyler loved that he had no commitments. He didn’t have a girlfriend to have to spend quality fucking time with or a dog to have to fucking walk. He was finally on his own and able to pay his own way. Tyler Stiletto was a happy man.
But his cheerful demeanor soon turned to one of discontentment. He remembered who was heading over to his office.
He tried to forget about the stupid little ‘meeting’ and focus on his work, but he struggled keeping the client out of his mind. He thought about their first meeting together from nearly two years ago, back when the boy was actually attractive and had the potential to earn him some real deal moolah.    
Then you had to go and cut open your fucking chin.
His client had shown some promise in the beginning, but a hiking accident he suffered just days after Tyler signed him had ruined everything. The nasty cut faded after a few weeks, but the injury left an unavoidable mark below his lower lip. Tyler had recommended plastic surgery and a variety of healing creams, but his client didn’t have enough dough for the former or luck with the latter. It looked like the scar was there to stay.
The actor had managed to book some commercials early on, but Tyler discovered that lately he was taking roles in shorts with deferred pay, and—vomit—student films. It saddened Tyler, because he had seen so much potential. The kid had been cute, after all. 
But now, unfortunately, it was time for Nathan LeMille to go. 
---
“I’m sorry, Nathan. This just isn’t working.” 
“What do you mean?” 
Tyler turned on his lamp to lighten the room a bit more, sat back pensively, and crossed his left leg over his right. “This is tough for me,” he said. “But I think it’s the right thing to do. I think we should part ways.”
Nathan seemed surprised. “I don’t think I understand.”
“Don’t talk to me like I’m an idiot. I know about the student films.” 
“OK. So what?”
“What do you mean ‘so what.’ You know what I mean.”
“I’m just trying to build my reel, Tyler. What does it matter?”
Tyler crossed his arms and sighed. “I’m not an agent working out of fucking Simi Valley, Nathan.”
“I know.”
“My reputation’s on the line and you are not going to make me look like a has-been. You’ve been on my team for twenty months. And in all this time, the most money I’ve seen from you is a motherfucking PETA commercial.”
“That commercial actually did have a lot to say—” 
“SHUT UP.”
Nathan looked rocked with grief. “I’m sorry, Tyler. I just think you should give me a little more time. I promise. I will prove you wrong.”
“Time? Time? I’m not your manager!” 
“Then help me! I’ve been building up my reel. I’ve been taking acting classes. I swear my career is about to explode.” He paused and crossed his legs like Tyler. “You don’t want someone else to sign me just when I’ve hit my stride, do you?” 
“I don’t have time for this.” Tyler slammed a termination agreement down on the table. He started flipping through the pages, not even looking at Nathan. “OK. You need to sign here, here, and initial here.”
He glanced at Nathan, whose eyes were welling up with tears. 
“Oh Jesus,” was all Tyler could say.
Nathan got down on his knees and crawled in front of Tyler. He put his hands together and started pleading. “Please, Tyler. I beg of you. Just give me one more shot. I promise I won’t let you down. I can feel it. I know you might not believe it, but I know my big break is right around the corner. If you drop me now, I’ll have nothing.”
Tyler was unmoved. “Do I look like I give a shit?”
“Don’t give up on me!” Nathan wrapped his arms around Tyler’s legs and smashed his left cheek up against Tyler’s right foot. “Please, Tyler. Just give me one more month. Give me one more audition. I won’t let you down.”
“No. This is pathetic.”
Nathan peered up at Tyler with a face more red than the planet Mars. He moved himself closer and put his arms out on top of Tyler’s legs. Tyler wasn’t pushing him away. In fact, he was letting Nathan get awkwardly close.
“Please,” Nathan said. “I’ll do anything. I need you, Tyler. I need you so much.”
“How much do you need me?”
“More than life itself.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“What if I allowed you to stay for six more weeks, and only six more weeks? What would you do for me?”
“Anything.” 
“Are you sure?” Tyler asked. 
“Yes.”
Tyler turned down the brightness on his lamp. The building was almost pitch black now and had a haunted feel to it. Tyler imagined there were angry ghosts lurking behind every corner. “OK, Nathan, here’s the thing. This has been the busiest week ever for me. And today, well, I’ve been in this office for more than twelve hours.”
“Oh my God. Do you need food? Coffee?”
“No.”
“Then what is it you need?”
“I’ll tell you what I need.” Tyler pulled down on his loud, gold zipper. “I need a fucking release.”
Tyler put his arms behind his head and leaned back. He could tell that Nathan wanted nothing more than to shoot him in the face with the world’s deadliest pistol, but he knew the mediocre actor wouldn’t go anywhere. Tyler wasn’t gay—while he didn’t have a girlfriend, the thought of having sex with another man made him want to gag. But in the dark shadows of his office, more built up with tension than he had been in weeks, he would be able to imagine anyone’s lips wrapped around his penis. 
When he felt Nathan’s hand touch his right thigh and the cowardly boy’s mouth start roaming his throbbing cock, he could feel warm tears dropping in the area around his belly button.
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Happy birthday, you fuck. 
It was a smoggy Sunday morning in the San Fernando Valley. Vivien pulled onto the 101 freeway and met traffic just as bad as any weekday afternoon. By the time she turned onto Laurel Canyon, she was suffering from an extreme case of road rage. 
She pulled into the bike lane and started speeding past a long line of cars. There was loud honking, and she counted four middle fingers by the time she reached the intersection of Laurel Canyon and Mulholland Drive, when she made a sharp turn to the right and pulled into Franklin Canyon Park.
Vivien smiled. A hidden oasis awaited her.
Ever since Vivien had moved to the banality of Los Angeles from the historic, sweeping landscapes of Ellsworth, Maine, she longed to re-visit the calmness and serenity of small town life. While she struggled finding it in L.A., despite stumbling upon some cute spots in Calabasas, she had come across a hiking spot three years ago that sat hidden, nearly undiscovered, between the charms of Studio City and the horrors of West Hollywood. 
Vivien didn’t exercise often. Her bike at home wept with isolation, and her gym membership had expired four years ago. But she and Patrick had always shared a love for hiking. During their years together, they hiked up to the Hollywood sign and traveled into the forests of Topanga State Canyon. It was the hike up Franklin Canyon, looking out over the city and the Pacific Ocean, however, that had become Vivien’s favorite of all.  
Today, it’s more appropriate than ever.
Vivien made the sixteen turns necessary to find the trail entrance. She parked her car along the edge of the street and got out with a buoyant jump. 
She started ascending the mountain and found herself surprised that she wasn’t fainting from exhaustion by the ten-minute point, considering her extreme lack of walking in the last few months. She tried to guess how much walking she did in a typical working day. She imagined any more than a hundred steps would be a surprise. She liked to sit whenever possible and only enjoyed standing if food, sex, or yelling was involved.
The first half of the hike was child’s play. She thought she could just go on walking forever. Taking in the fresh air and the scenic landscape filled Vivien with a calming joy. She felt at peace, knowing she was supposed to be here. She turned a corner and started climbing up a steeper hill.
It was this hill that started the dreaded huffing and puffing. The trail narrowed into a winding pathway that was too thin for even the sickliest anorexic. Her legs brushed against some plants on the way up, and she wondered if she was going to be stricken with scrapes, or—gulp—poison oak. 
At one point she slipped and thought she was going to fall to her death. She laughed and thought how clumsy that kind of end would have been. Worse, everyone she knew would’ve thought it had been a suicide. She wasn’t going to allow anybody around her to think that Patrick’s behavior would condone the swallowing of even one Tylenol too many. Instead, Patrick’s decision to make rumpy-pumpy with his twelve-year-old secretary had finally given Vivien something she hadn’t had in awhile—choices. 
And today, there was a big one to make.
She walked for another forty-five minutes until she was able to see the top of the final hill. She took a moment to breath. Her feet currently felt like the world’s heaviest ski boots. 
She looked back up at the top and decided it was time to realize her goal for the morning. She looked at her watch and couldn’t believe it was only 7:45 A.M. There was still so much for her to do today. And the future was starting to look bright.
She took five more steps and stopped. She heard a low shuffle noise from the tiny bushes in front of her. 
Then she heard the rattle.
Vivien veered her eyes to her left to see a rattlesnake on the move. 
Oh, no, she thought. This thing looks pissed. 
She took a step back, trying not to scream. Before she knew it, the snake was slithering toward her so close she was afraid she didn’t have time to escape. 
The snake stopped a few feet in front of her and started coiling, the buzzing of the rattle becoming louder by the second. 
Vivien took a deep breath and started walking backward at a glacial pace, not taking her eyes off the unfriendly reptile. It seemed to be staring at her, trying to tell her to go away. 
She glanced up at the top of the hill. 
I made it this far. 
She grabbed hold of the heavy frame in her tired hands and crouched down. 
It’s kill or be killed. 
She surveyed the framed poster and shook her head with embarrassment. The poster featured the bat, the cat, and the penguin.  
Batman Returns? What was I thinking?
Today was Patrick’s forty-ninth birthday. It would be his first that she wouldn’t spend with him in nearly twenty years. She had mixed emotions—right now a strong sense of danger was high on her list—but overall she felt something she hadn’t experienced in a long time.
Vivien felt free.
She charged forward with the speed of a high school sprinter and jumped up in the air before the rattlesnake could make a move.
It all happened so fast.
First, the rattlesnake bowed its head and sprayed two shots of venom out of its salivary gland. 
The venom hit the front of the poster.
As Vivien’s feet struck ground again, the bottom of the framed poster struck the head of the snake.
And the rattle stopped.
Vivien took two more giant leaps forward before she turned around to view the scene of the crime. 
The rattlesnake was headless. 
She lifted the poster to see the severed head dangling from the bottom of the frame. It still seemed to be looking at her. She didn’t know whether to drop the poster and run screaming, or stare with wonder at the severed head for the next hour. It was truly the most revolting and fascinating thing Vivien had ever seen.
She swore the eyes moved. Then, when the mouth shot open, like in a horror movie when the bad guy comes back to life for one final scare, Vivien jumped back and started pounding the bottom of the poster against its head until there was nothing left on the ground but a mound of snake jelly. 
She patted herself on the back, briefly, and made her way up the final few steps to the top of the hill.
Five minutes later she was looking out over the city with awe, wonder, and a sense of purpose. She looked at the poster one last time. Michael Keaton seemed to be staring at her with the same vehemence as the rattlesnake.
She grinned as she chucked the framed poster over the cliff and watched it smash against the sharp rocks below.
Vivien took in the magnificent view. She could see everything, from the large buildings of downtown L.A., to the charming beachfront houses in Santa Monica. The Pacific Ocean looked serene in the distance, and she could even see part of the Getty Museum. 
She turned and looked back the other way. Scattered clouds in the Valley prevented her from seeing much, but most of the letters of the famous Hollywood Sign appeared before her. 
She laughed to herself, thinking how this stupid sign built up so many false hopes and dreams in so many people. She put both her middle fingers up in the air.  
The snake killer does not approve!
Vivien stayed up top the hill for another twenty minutes, thinking about everything that had led to this moment.
Patrick’s poster didn’t mean anything to her. This day of the year, once special in Vivien’s heart, felt to her now just like any other day. She still cared for Patrick, of course—she always would. But for the first time in nearly two decades, she felt the capacity in herself to find love with another person. 
Or, at least, a good screw. 
Vivien thought for a few minutes how she would go about finding the next guy in her life. She didn’t want to troll the bars or walk up to strangers in over-priced Indian restaurants. And online dating, which struck Vivien as too desperate, not to mention super lame, was out of the question. 
She wanted to find a guy on her terms, her way. She wanted him to be interesting. She wanted him to be cute. And she wanted him to be young.  
He was out there, she knew it. But how would she find him?
If only I could cast him.
Vivien stared forward, and the whole world went silent. 
Like the Grinch did before her, she got an idea.
Vivien Slate got a wonderful, nasty, awful idea.
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Brandon was topping his boyfriend with the breakneck speed of a gay porn star on coke when his phone started ringing a few minutes before eight on Monday morning. 
“Who’d be calling you this early?” his boyfriend asked.
Brandon pulled out, ripped off the condom, and sat up in bed. His penis was already going flaccid.
Vivien, if that’s you, I swear…
Brandon’s boss had started texting him a lot in the last few months when he was off the clock, but she never dared call him. He put on his boxers and stepped across the room to look at his phone. By now it had stopped ringing, and a voice message awaited him. He was right. It was Vivien.
Brandon’s boyfriend leaned over to his left and rested his head on one of the pillows. Brandon stared at him while he listened to the message.
“Brandon, hey, it’s me,” Vivien said in the voicemail. “Sorry to bother you this early, but I have a big favor to ask. I need you to get to the office as soon as you can, OK? No excuses. We have a new project. This is a project that’s going to change your life.”
She didn’t say anything else after that. He listened to the strange message again.
Change my life?
Brandon tried to imagine the possibilities. 
He wondered if the new project would be an international field trip that would take them to Paris to hold casting sessions for a French thriller. 
He wondered if Vivien had secured a studio movie that would finally pay him the money he deserved. The last two independent films had paid him less than a thousand dollars each, yet the work he put into them made him feel like he was balancing two full-time jobs. Vivien gave Brandon twenty-five percent of everything she earned, and he had been speculating lately what exactly a quarter of zero amounted to. 
He wondered if Vivien wanted him to actually act in this one. He hoped not. He got anxiety attacks in front of the camera. Besides, she knew he wanted to direct. He had recently given her his newest screenplay, an adaptation of Moliere’s The Misanthrope, and had been waiting anxiously for her response. 
But most likely, he figured, was that this project would be chockfull of young male characters, which meant session after session with twinks aplenty. While Vivien still never directly addressed the fact that Brandon was gay, she had been making awkward comments lately like “do you think he’s hot?” and “I bet you get lots of ass.”
Whatever the early call time for today meant, Brandon still didn’t like it. He was enjoying a rare Monday morning with his boyfriend, after all. Derek was a nineteen-year-old Asian boy whom Brandon met online. They hit it off right away. Brandon loved his boys young, needy, and horny. Derek was looking for a father figure with his own place and a big dick. It all worked out.
Brandon put the phone down, jumped back on the bed, and started spooning his boy toy. He kissed the back of his neck and licked his right ear with his tongue. 
“I have to go to work early today,” Brandon said. 
“Why?”
“I don’t know. My boss didn’t say.”
“It’s so stupid,” Derek said. “She doesn’t even pay you for the hours you work. You need to start looking for another job.”
“Derek, I’m paying my dues.”
“You’re twenty-seven!” 
“So?”
Derek turned around and faced Brandon. “I don’t mean to put you down. I just think you’re being taken advantage of.”
Brandon smiled at Derek. He hadn’t felt this kind of infatuation for someone in years. Derek was tall for an Asian, almost six feet. He had the smoothest of skin, with a cute little patch of chest hair above his nipples. He was thin, with an attractive swimmer’s build, and a butt as full as the moon.  
“Don’t worry about me. I’m gonna be OK.”
“You’re not, Brandon. Your parents still pay your fucking gas and insurance bills.”
“So do yours!”
“But I’m still in college!” 
Brandon kissed Derek on his left cheek. Then he took his tongue and licked him all the way from his belly button up to his soft, tasty lips. 
Derek giggled. “You just know I worry about you, right?”
“I know you do.”
Brandon kissed him one last time and made his way over to the bathroom to start getting ready. He grabbed a clean pair of underwear from his dresser drawer.
“Can I join you?” Derek asked.
“Where?”
“Where do you think, doofus? In the shower.”
Brandon laughed. He grabbed a shirt. “If you do that, I’ll never be ready in time.”
Derek sat up and smiled. “Brandon?”
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
Brandon stopped to look at him. Derek looked so beautiful, naked and sweaty on his queen-sized bed. He wanted to capture this moment forever. 
“I love you, too.”
---
When Brandon bust out of the bathroom thirty minutes later, clean-shaven, and smelling like a bed of tulips after a rainfall, he was surprised to find Derek already vacant from the apartment. He had been looking forward to giving that innocent college sophomore a goodbye kiss on the pecker. 
He walked over to his desk to see his phone lit up once again, this time with a text message. He looked down. Of course, it was from Vivien. DID YOU GET MY MESSAGE PLEASE LET ME KNOW YOU GOT MY MESSAGE.
He text her back and looked at the clock. He knew he was already late.
Still, there were other matters to resolve before he could appropriately start his day.
Brandon hadn’t finished yet. 
I’ll be right there, V.
He unzipped his pants and started jerking off. And he surprised even himself.
For the first time while having a boyfriend, his fantasies while masturbating actually involved that boyfriend. He wasn’t thinking about any of the young, hot pop stars of today, or Zac Efron’s legs wrapped around him. He closed his eyes and pictured Derek going down on him, then riding him like a wild bronco with his tongue buried deep inside his throat.
Brandon came on his phone. He wiped it down with a paper towel.
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Vivien had her feet up on her desk and her fingers on the last page of a screenplay when Brandon charged into the office an hour later. The building, typically loud with activity, was eerily quiet this Monday morning.
Brandon threw his backpack down on the floor and pulled out his laptop. “Good morning!” he shouted.
She didn’t respond. All she did was motion for him to come into her office with her frantically gesturing left index finger. Brandon walked over and sat down in the chair opposite her. 
“Thanks for coming early,” she said.  
“No problem,” he said with a forced smile. 
She turned her chair toward Brandon and crossed her legs. She had a screenplay in her lap.
“I read your script.”
He looked at her with anticipation. “Really? The Misanthrope?”
“Yes.”
His smile looked forced no longer. “That’s fantastic! How long ago did I give you that script?”
“Couple months, maybe? I’m really sorry it took this long.”
“No worries.”
“Brandon, it’s good. It’s really good.”
She didn’t stop him when he jumped out of his chair and started dancing around the room. “I knew you would like it! I knew it!”
“Have you shown it to anyone else yet?”
“Just friends and family,” he said, sitting back down. “You’re the first industry person to look at it.”
“And this is your first script?” 
“Yes. I’ve written some short stories, too, but this is the first full-length screenplay.” 
“How long did it take you to write it?”
“A year.”
Vivien’s cheery mood turned sour. Too fucking long, she thought.
“How long did it take you to write the first draft?”
“A few months, I think. Why?” 
She sat up and tossed his masterpiece on her desk. “Because, Brandon. I think you have what it takes to write me a fake screenplay.”
He didn’t say any words for a moment. She wanted to giggle at his obvious confusion. 
“I’m sorry…” There was a pause so long that Vivien could’ve taken a bathroom break. “What?”
“Now I have some things to tell you,” she said. “They’re very personal, and they must not leave this office. Do you understand me?”
She uncrossed and re-crossed her legs, not taking her eyes off him. 
“Of course, V. You can tell me anything.”
“I’ve thought of you for the past two years as part of my family, Brandon. But I will turn on you, I swear it, if you leak any of what I’m about to say to anyone.”
“I promise. My lips are sealed.”
“OK.”
She looked at him with suspicion. But she figured she could trust him. 
I can’t do this myself. 
Vivien sighed and looked down at the carpet. “I walked into my backyard four days ago and found Patrick fucking his secretary in the Jacuzzi.”
Brandon’s mouth dropped. Then he gasped. “WHAT!”  
“Shhh. Keep your voice down.”
“HE DIDN’T!” 
“He did.”
“Patrick? But I like Patrick!”
“Shhh… quiet.”
He jumped up and started pacing the room. His femininity factor jumped from two to twenty. “Oh, that asshole! That bitch! Do you want me to kill him for you? Is that the reason for this early morning meeting?”
“No, no, I don’t want you to kill him.”
He sat back down. His jaw dropped even more. “Oh my God… Gavin…”
“Shhhhhhh.”
“How is your little boy taking it? Oh my God, is he OK?”
“He’s fine,” she said. “He’s a little shaken, obviously, but he doesn’t really know the details. He just knows Mommy and Daddy are spending some time apart.”
“This is so sad, V. I’m so sorry.” He put his hands out for her to grab onto. She didn’t. “How can I help?”
She stood up, put her back to the wall, and crossed her arms. “You can help by conspiring with me to do the unthinkable.”
“Which is?”
She grabbed a stack of headshots. “Here.”
She dumped at least fifty of them over Brandon’s head. 
“What the hell are you doing?” he asked. 
“Look.”
Brandon peered down to see the headshots of young men. He looked at one after another. Each actor looked between twenty and thirty, and hot. He looked up at Vivien like he hadn’t yet solved the puzzle.
“Why does Patrick get to have all the fun?” Vivien asked.  “I want someone young, too.”
Brandon looked puzzled. “I still don’t think I understand.” 
Vivien started pacing the room. “I’m not gonna let Patrick bring me down. I’ve already moved on, and I’m looking for someone new. I’ve been trying for the last few days to find a younger man. But nobody wants me. They look at me like I’m a grandmother, which, for the record, I’m definitely not. Yet.”
“You are a stunning, gorgeous woman, V. You could get any guy you want.”
“I’ve barely flirted with a guy since I married Patrick,” she continued, oblivious to his compliment. “I’m rusty. I feel like I’m a young teenager again, not knowing what the hell I’m supposed to say or do. I need to get back in the game. And I need your help.”
Brandon didn’t say any words for a moment. Finally, he opened his mouth. “Forgive me if I’m out of line here, V, but don’t you think it’s a little bit soon to be thinking about dating other guys, just four days after seeing Patrick cheat on you? I mean, how long were you married to him?”
She didn’t look happy. “What’s your point?”
“I don’t know. I mean, don’t you need, like, time to mourn, or something?”
“Brandon. I could be weak and just stay at home for the next six months and cry my eyes out. But you want to know something? I’m not really in the mood to play that game. And I don’t really give a shit if I’ll regret this later. It’s just something I know I have to do. I want you to grow the fuck up, you know, age a few fuckin’ years and put yourself in my shoes. This is not the time to question my state of mind. This is a time to smile and nod and pay attention to what I’m telling you.”
Brandon looked like he had just shit his pants. “Well, if it’s dating help you need, V, then I know some good online dating sites that can help you—”
“No.”
“No?”
“We can do a whole lot better than that.”
She stopped pacing, stood up straight, and towered over the cowering Brandon. “I’m going to create a fake movie project, and I want you to write it.”
He looked to be repeating her sentence over and over again in his head.
“I’m a casting director, Brandon. I can bring the guys to me.”
And then, it clicked. “Ohhh.”
“Yes.”
“Oh!”
She sat back down on her reclining chair and cracked her knuckles.
In her twenty years of casting, Vivien had cast many movies that got made and released, but also movies that didn’t even make it to production. Sometimes she worked for producers and directors on projects that needed name actors attached in order for financing to be raised. There had been a movie entitled Attack of a Generation about the Columbine massacre that she and Brandon had worked tirelessly on for five months, holding a dozen casting sessions or more, only for the producer to decide out of nowhere that he wanted to abandon the controversial project completely. 
In those sessions, she had brought in the biggest names of the male twenty to thirty set. Every young actor in town wanted to be a part of it. When the project died, irritable agents called for weeks. Vivien just told them that the producers couldn’t secure financing. Eventually, the agents went away, and she moved on to her next project. The film was officially dead. 
“This town is used to movies that just go away, Brandon,” she said. “Who’s to say I can’t throw another one into the mix? Who’s to know a movie we cast is real or fake? Nobody checks the facts. Nobody at the agencies talk to anybody but me. They believe what I tell them.”
“Which is?”
“That I have a new project that is going to cultivate every young actor’s career from obscurity to superstardom.”
Brandon tried to follow her thinking. “So you have these guys come in and audition for you. Then what will you do with the ones you like?”
Vivien smiled so big her teeth looked bigger than her face. “Anything I want.”
Brandon looked shocked, but he nodded. “Wow. OK.” 
Oh, I agree. Wow.
“You are sick, V. You have no morals. You are using your position as a casting director for wish fulfillment and sexual power.” He paused. “I love you so much.”
She threw Brandon a giant notepad and pen.
“So you need to start thinking and start writing,” she said. “This is the movie. It’s called The Men. It’s a movie with an ensemble cast of men, and only men, and it’s the perfect antithesis to that awful movie with Annette Bening and Meg Ryan. I don’t know how young I want my perfect guy to be, so we’re gonna create five main characters. The youngest will be twenty-one, and the oldest will be forty. We will have one session for each character. We’ll start with the youngest and work our way up.”
“So you could theoretically get with five different guys?”
“Mmm hmm. Maybe more.”
“More than five? Ms. Slate, I’m impressed.” Brandon continued to write furiously on his pad. “What do you want their names to be?”
“That’s entirely up to you.”
“OK. The plot?”
“Make it up.”
“All right.”
“But here’s a start.” She handed him a piece of paper with scribbles all over it. Vivien stood behind him and pointed down at it. “This has the ages and qualities I’m looking for in each actor.”
Brandon tried to make out the awful handwriting. “So you want actors to play twenty-one, twenty-five, twenty-nine, thirty-four, and forty.”
“Correct.”
“What kind of genre do you want it to be?”
“I don’t care. Just make this script good.”
“OK.”
“Here’s the thing,” she said. “To bring the actors in, they, as well as the agents, need a script. I mean, we know that. And they need something legitimate. Even the most amateur of young actors aren’t gonna come in if there’s no script.”  
“Right.”
“So I need you to be on top of your game with this one.”
“Absolutely,” he said. “This sounds like fun. How much time do you want me to work on it? Couple months?”
She darted her eyes away from him, as if she had just caught a glance of his pubic hair. “I want the final draft on my desk by Friday.”
Brandon just stared at her, not changing his expression. “Umm, come again?”
“Friday.”
“Which Friday?” 
“This Friday.”
Brandon looked ready to either cream himself or kill himself. “You’re not serious.”
“I am, completely. You can do it, Brandon. I believe in you.”
“Uhhh, no. Don’t think so. Four days? That’s fucking impossible.” 
“You don’t have to work this week,” she said. “I have that new intern Alyson coming in. She’s good. I figured I’d start training her, anyway.”
“OK but still. You want a final draft on Friday.”
Vivien took out her pen. “Brandon, how much have I paid you the last six months?”
Now it was his turn to turn away from her gaze. “Five grand. Maybe less.”
“It’s been hard for you, hasn’t it?”
“You have no idea.”
She jotted some numbers down and ripped a check from her checkbook. “You deliver me a well-written, polished script that doesn’t deviate from my notes by this Friday at twelve noon? This check is yours.”

She waved it in front of his tired eyes. 
“Is that a ten?”
“That’s a ten.”
Now he really looked like he was going to faint. “TEN THOUSAND DOLLARS!” 
“Ten grand. I want to release the breakdown on Friday afternoon. I want to start seeing actors the following week. I’m serious about this, Brandon. Dead serious.”
He remained standing, looking as if he wanted to bounce out of the building, run to the nearest mountainside, and bust out a ballad like Julie Andrews. 
She sat back down and scooted her chair up to her computer, knowing the conversation was coming to a close. 
“You have all week to work on this, and only this,” she said, not looking at him. “Don’t let me down. This is going to be great fun for the both of us.”
“Yes it will,” he said. “It most certainly will.” 
She heard her office door open. When she turned her head around, he was already gone.
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The last four days had been so devastating that Vivien decided on Monday afternoon that she was going to take the next four days off… by focusing solely on work.
There was so much going on in her little casting bubble, especially given that Brandon wasn’t there to help, that she didn’t have time to think about much of anything besides her job. She had a session on Tuesday afternoon for Throes of Death, then the real session for Christmas in Quebec on Thursday morning. Vivien had gotten so used to having Brandon set up all the sessions and confirm all the actors that she felt like she had time traveled back to 1990, when she was assisting her old boss Janice, sorting through a crinkled up old agency book, asking a temp at CAA if Kim Basinger would read for their director and, if so, take her top off. 
Alyson was brave that week, taking everything on as if she had been working for Vivien for months. She got to work super early, stayed until nightfall, asked Vivien good questions, and caught on quickly. Vivien recognized within a few days that Alyson was bound to become her star intern of the decade. 
“Could you get me a Diet Coke?” Vivien asked Alyson on Tuesday. Alyson didn’t respond with words. She responded by presenting Vivien a Diet Coke, ice cold, already opened. 
On Wednesday Vivien walked into the office to find everything—papers, books, and files—completely organized. She would’ve yelled at Alyson if she hadn’t categorized everything so damn well. The books to all her projects were on a shelf in alphabetical order, and the casting director and agency books were spread out on the intern’s desk like an assortment of encyclopedias. 
 When half of the actors didn’t show up for the Throes of Death session—Vivien tried to face the fact that this project just wasn’t any good—Alyson took it upon herself during the lunch break to call in more suitable actors for later in the day. When the director was about to leave due to the bad turnout, a barrage of actors, young and old, mostly inexperienced, showed their faces and ended up bettering nearly every actor who had come before. Vivien still needed to cast Christmas in Quebec, but her auditioning work on Throes of Death was finally done.
---
Friday rolled around and Alyson was still giving 110 percent. Vivien walked in around eleven to find the intern organizing yet again. She handed Vivien all her phone messages, organized by time of the call, of course, as well as a surprisingly fresh cup of coffee. 
“Here you go,” Alyson said.
“Thank you.”
“No problem.”
“Happy Friday, huh?”
“Uh huh.” Alyson responded like a robot. Vivien assumed Alyson wasn’t one to go out and party on a Friday night. She pictured Alyson going home after work and just staring at a blank wall all weekend, counting the minutes until she could return to the office on Monday morning. But there was nothing negative to report. The girl busted her ass, and Vivien was impressed. 
She sat down in her office and turned on her laptop.
Alyson looked like she was in need of busy work. “Ms. Slate?”
“Please. I told you. Call me Vivien.”
“Vivien, yes. I had a question. Do we have any casting sessions next week you need me to start setting up?”
Vivien tried to think. “The director is putting Christmas in Quebec on hold for now, so we don’t need to worry about that. Let’s see. Throes of Death is done. Soraya is, well, no more.” Vivien didn’t bother telling Brandon, Alyson, or anyone else in her social network that she had been fired from Soraya. She didn’t get let go from projects often, but when she did, she figured it best not to tell a soul. 
Alyson didn’t get the answer she wanted. “OK. So what do you want me to do?”
Vivien smiled and looked at the clock in front of her. “I’ll tell you what I want you to do. I want you to call Brandon.”
“Your associate?” 
“Yes.”
“I thought he was on vacation this week.”
“He was. He got in late last night. He’s coming in this afternoon.”
Alyson started tapping her fingernails against the desk. “You sure? Because I think I can handle everything.”
Vivien turned to Alyson, who already appeared to be positioning herself as Brandon’s replacement. “With respect, Alyson, Brandon’s been working for me for two years, and you’ve been here a week. Get him on the phone.”
Alyson’s face turned bright red. “All right. Where’s his number?”
Vivien took out her cell phone. “That’s right. You wouldn’t have his number, would you?”
Vivien gave her the number, and Alyson called right away. She pretended it didn’t go through, but Vivien had her try the number again.
With a sigh, Alyson transferred the call. Vivien closed the door and picked up her phone. “Brandon?” 
“Yeah?” He sounded like death.
“Are you OK?”
“Yeah.” 
“Have you gotten any sleep?”
“No.”
“Not at all?”
“I slept a little on Wednesday. In the day.”
Vivien felt guilty, but then pushed that feeling aside to bring upon one of immense joy. His lack of sleep meant only one thing.
“Brandon. Do you know what time it is?”
“Uh huh.”
“It’s 11:30,” she said. “You have thirty minutes.”
“I’m already on my way,” Brandon said, his voice sounding as hoarse as an old man who’d been smoking a pack a day for seventy years. 
She smiled. “Do you have it?”
“I have it,” Brandon said. “It’s good, V. It’s really fuckin’ good.”
Vivien hung up the phone, raced past Alyson, and burst through the back door into the empty parking lot.
The manuscript fell into her hands at 11:45. She read it over a vegetarian sandwich. 
Brandon was right.
It was perfect.
---
Alyson was writing furiously on her notepad. “So we’re releasing a breakdown later today?”
“Yes,” Vivien said. “That’s right.”
“What’s a breakdown, again?” 
“You still haven’t learned?”
“You still haven’t told me.”
Vivien scooted back into her chair. “OK. Take this down. I’m only saying it once.”
“Absolutely. Go ahead.”
“OK. So when we get a new film project, we obviously need to find actors for all the speaking roles, from the lead role to the one-liner. Some scripts I work on have five or fewer characters. Those are easy, sometimes so easy I don’t even need to use a breakdown. But most movies I work on have at least fifteen to twenty roles, sometimes as many as fifty. I worked on a movie once in 1996 that had over eighty speaking roles. Let’s just say I didn’t sleep much that summer.”
“Eighty? My God.”
“I know. So when there’s a ton of roles to fill, we casting directors need a bit of help. That’s where Breakdown Services comes in. I’ve been using it since my first day in casting, and I honestly don’t know what I’d do without it.”
Alyson uncrossed her legs and dipped her head lower so that she could write even faster on her ugly yellow notepad.
“And so,” Vivien continued, “one of the writers at this service puts together a list of every character in the script, their age, their traits, and usually a sentence or two about who that character is.”
“OK. I see. Then what?”
Vivien smashed her hands together as if she had something interesting she was playing with between them. “And then, once I approve everything, the list is released to agents and managers, usually in both L.A. and New York, and they will then send to me the actors they represent who they believe is right for each role.”
Alyson nodded but looked confused. 
“So, for example,” Vivien said, “say the lead of our newest project is a sixty-year-old bald guy. Agents from all over L.A. will see this breakdown and send to me electronic pictures of the actors they represent who are in their sixties and bald. They won’t send me kids, women, or actors with hair, because they know those actors will never be seen. Make sense?”
“OK, yeah,” Alyson said with a smile. “This sounds like fun!”
“It is. Problem is, with so many agents and managers out there today, I get, on average, 500 submissions for each role I put out, so there’s a lot of crap to wade through.”
“500? Wow. How do you have time to look at every headshot?”
“It takes forever, but it has to be done. A big part of casting is making sure no choices for myself or the director get left behind. You really do need to look at every headshot. And if you want to get involved with casting, you need to learn that there are no hours in casting. You have to do the work. All of it. No matter how long it takes.”
Alyson clicked her pen. “Good to know. Is that all?”
“That’s the whole chicken caboodle.” 
Alyson turned back to her laptop, just as Brandon walked in after having spent at least ten minutes in the bathroom.
“Did you fall in?” Vivien asked.
“If you want to know,” Brandon said, “I’ve been sitting in a chair for four days straight. I just took my first shit since Sunday.”
Vivien looked over at Alyson. “I shouldn’t have asked.”
Alyson turned to Brandon. “Why have you been sitting in a chair for four days? I thought you were on vacation.”
Vivien and Brandon looked at each other with panic and awkwardly laughed at the same time. 
“He just means he did too much basking in the sun while he was in Hawaii, right, Brandon?”
“Yeah,” he lied. “Yeah, I just did a lot of reading.”
“Sounds boring,” Alyson chipped in. “You know, you don’t look very tan.”
Why didn’t I just tell the intern he was out sick, Vivien thought. Too late now.

Vivien needed to change the subject quickly. She approached Alyson with some tasks. “OK, so I need you to go through the saved messages and write them all down for me.”
“Oh, sure.”
Vivien looked down at the phone to see that there were forty-six saved messages to listen to. She figured that would keep the little runt busy for a while.
She glanced back at Brandon, who looked ready to keel over and die. But even in his lethargy, she could see an excitement rising inside of him that she had never seen in two years of their close relationship.
All right, mister. Let’s get to work.
---
Vivien had been casting for much of her adult life, but she had never been so anticipatory of a project as she was for The Men.
The screenplay that Brandon had written was a tour-de-force of comedy and tragedy, concerning the lives of five attractive but dissimilar brothers who re-unite after many years apart when their overly adventurous father accidentally kills himself in a boating accident. 
Each of the five characters had specific traits that tantalized Vivien with the possibilities. The twenty-one-year-old was a blonde surfer, which meant she’d be bringing in actors who were ripped and tan. The forty-year-old, who promised actors closer to Vivien’s age, was a fisherman living in England who sported both a beard, a bad attitude, and a British accent. 
The only quality that Vivien felt questionable was in the twenty-five-year-old, a character who had suffered a bad fall as a kid and now had a life-long scar on his chin. She thought she had made it clear to Brandon that she wanted only hotties to audition, not sad-looking amateurs with facial imperfections. But then Brandon reminded Vivien about movie magic—the scar could be added later.

Most surprising to Vivien was the strength of the story. There was a lot of humor in the first half, when all five of the estranged brothers meet up for a long weekend that begins with an informal wedding. All of their idiosyncrasies led to many funny dialogue exchanges that brought more and more out of each character. The piece started to get more serious, however, in the final act, when the funeral arrives, and the boys have to resolve their differences and work to become a family again. The script was one of the better reads she had experienced in the last few years, and her associate had written it in four days.
She looked at Brandon, who was hunched over in his computer chair staring at his laptop. His eyes were bright red, and his facial hair was as unkempt as ever. Vivien had always thought of Brandon as a mildly attractive young man, but he didn’t look good now.
“Brandon?”
He didn’t hear her. He started typing something on his keyboard with one finger at a time. He looked like he was going to fall down to the floor and take his laptop with him.
“Brandon! Hey!”
She snapped his fingers at him. 
“What?” he asked.
“You need some coffee or something?”
“I’m fine.”
“Brandon, come in here.”
He stood up with embarrassing slowness and stumbled into his desk before making his way into Vivien’s office. He plopped himself down in the chair opposite her with the coordination of a blind trapeze artist.
“Are you OK?” she asked.
“I’m fine.”
“Tired?”
“Uhh, yeah.”
“OK, Brandon. Here’s the deal. Your script is great. It’s better than I expected by a long shot. I’m so impressed right now I don’t even know what to say.”
“Thank you, V. That means… that means…”
“Brandon? BRANDON!”
Vivien watched in horror as Brandon fell to the floor unconscious. 
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Alyson was slapping Brandon in the face with more force than she needed to when he woke up a minute later. Vivien was standing over the two of them with a moderately concerned look.
“I think he’s coming to,” Alyson said.
Brandon opened his eyes wide and looked all around the room. “Did I fall asleep again?”
“Has this been a regular thing for you?” Vivien asked.
“Yeah,” he said. “Last night I kept falling asleep at my desk and waking up with drool all over my keyboard.” 
“At your keyboard?” Alyson asked, confused. “I thought—”
“Alyson, get him some coffee,” Vivien interrupted. 
“OK.” She walked out of the room, leaving Brandon to sway back and forth on his own. 
“I think I need to go home,” Brandon said. 
She helped him back down to his desk. He was looking more and more like one of George Romero’s zombies.
“I’m gonna let you go home in a second, but first, I need you to release the breakdown of our movie.”
“I don’t know if I can.”
Vivien looked over to see Alyson walking back in with the coffee. 
“Where do you want me to put it?” she asked. 
Vivien looked down at Brandon, and then back at Alyson. “Come over here.”
She took a few steps closer.
“Throw it at him,” Vivien said.
“What?” Alyson asked.
“What?” Brandon repeated.
“Do it.”
Alyson didn’t take a second more to think. She flung the contents of the cup right into Brandon’s face. 
“OHHHHHH FUUUUUUUUUUCK!” 
He jumped up and screamed at the top of his lungs, knocking his desk lamp to the floor.  
“What the motherfucking fuck fuck shit of a whore!”  
Vivien patted him on the back. “You awake now?”
He put his hands over his face and started rubbing his fingers through his grimy, unwashed hair.
She kept patting him. “Come on, Brandon. I need you now.”
He glared at Vivien with more coldness than ever before. “Where’s my check?”
“I’ll give it to you in a moment, sweetheart. I just need you to release the breakdown.”
Brandon pointed at Alyson. “Why can’t you just have her do it?”
“She will. In time. But this one’s important. I need you to do this one.” 
Alyson sat down at her desk and clicked her pen a little on the loud side. 
Brandon sighed and logged onto the Breakdown Services web site.  
“That’s my boy,” Vivien said. “Alyson, please take your lunch break now.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“One hour. Go.”
“I said I’m fine.”
“GO!”  
Alyson grabbed her bag and walked out of the office, some attitude in her step as she made her way down the hallway. 
“OK,” Brandon said. “Let’s go through this.”
“OK,” Vivien said.
“The title. Should we still call it The Men?”
“Yes.”
“But I wrote some women into it. Did you see that?”
“It doesn’t matter. We’re just gonna hold casting sessions for the five guys.”
“OK. Who’s the director?”
Vivien crossed her arms. “Shit, I didn’t think of that.” 
“Yeah. Kind of important.”
“I think we should just make up a name. What do you think? A director doesn’t need to exist when we actually hold the auditions. I mean I’ll be pre-reading everyone, anyway. By the time the agents demand callbacks with the director, I will have pulled the plug on the project.”
“I know what we should do,” Brandon said. “I think we should say it’s me.” 
Vivien knew the kid wanted to be both a writer and a director, but she shook her head.
“No,” Vivien said. “And I’m sorry but we can’t list you as the writer, either.”
Brandon’s mouth dropped open and he jumped up from his chair. “WAIT, WHAT!”  
“You’re my associate, Brandon! You can’t be the writer of the script and be my associate! That’s a conflict of interest!”
“Conflict of interest? You want to talk about a conflict of interest, V? You’re making the entire town believe in a movie that doesn’t exist!”
“Like I don’t know that?”
“V, here’s the deal.” Brandon turned back to his computer screen. “You don’t want to say I’m the director? Fine. But if you won’t give me credit for the script that I wrote, that I just put my sweat and blood into for the last four days, then my work here is done.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m serious.”
“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. You’ll have your shot someday, Brandon. Just not now, OK?”
Brandon didn’t respond. He grabbed his laptop and started walking out of the office. 
Vivien couldn’t believe the balls on this kid. She never thought he actually had any. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“Good luck, V! Good luck with everything!”
Vivien closed her eyes. “Oh, for God’s sake, fine. I’ll give you the writing credit. But I have to take your name off as associate. I imagine most of these agents don’t know your last name, so I think we can get away with it.”
“Sounds fine by me.” Brandon was back in his chair before she took another breath.
“All right,” he said lightly, as if their little tiff hadn’t taken place, “who should we say the director is?”
Vivien bit down on her lower lip. “Well, we have to make up a name. If we put down someone real, then that person’s agent’s gonna hunt us down and call us out for the frauds that we are.”
“So not Spielberg.”
“No. Don’t put Spielberg.”
“Let’s go with something generic,” Brandon said. “How about David Smith?”
“Perfect. Dull as ever. Nobody will ask who he is.”
“OK. Who’s the producer?”
She paused, and then smiled. “Put me,” she said.  
“You?”
“Yes.”
“You sure?”
“Mmm hmm.”            
Vivien always had vague aspirations of producing. Now was the time to throw her name out there. 
Brandon wrote down her name. He looked over the list of everything he needed. 
“OK, just a couple more things. What’s the budget?”
Vivien started making crazy faces as if she were a clown at a child’s birthday party. “Hmmm…”
“Five million?”
“No. We need everyone to take this seriously. Let’s say ten million.”
“OK,” Brandon said. “Start date?”
“Winter.”
“More specific?”
“January.”
“And where’s the shoot gonna be?” 
“I feel like I’m taking a test.” Vivien got down on her knees and looked at Brandon’s laptop. “Let’s say Alaska.”
“Alaska?” 
“Yeah. It seems appropriate for this story, no?”
“It does, actually.” 
“Remember, Brandon. We’re not actually filming the movie. We could put down China if we wanted. But that would just raise more questions.”
Brandon typed the final letters and looked at his e-mail. “Do you want to take a look at this before I send it off?”
He stood up and let Vivien sit down in his chair. She read through the e-mail. She felt dirty, looking all the lies on the screen. “Looks good.”
“OK.”
Vivien stood back up and let Brandon have his chair back. He glanced at the screen one more time. 
“All right. This is it, V. Your last chance to change your mind. It’s not too late. Are you absolutely, positively sure you want to do this?”
“Brandon?”
“Yes?”
“Hit the fucking send button.”
He laughed and sent the e-mail to the writers at Breakdown Services.
Five minutes later, every talent agent in Los Angeles was looking through the breakdown for The Men, written by Brandon Reed, directed by David Smith, and produced by renowned casting director Vivien Slate.
By the end of Friday night, there were over 4,000 submissions.
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Nathan had only been at the gym for forty-five minutes, but he was already thinking about leaving. He typically spent at least two hours working out every day, but he was starting to get bored with his typical routine. He grabbed his water bottle and towel and headed over to the free weights section of the unusually crowded twenty-four-hour fitness center. 
On his long walk over to the other side of the room, he caught himself in one of the six giant mirrors. He lifted up his tank top and checked out his muscular body. He didn’t look good. He looked amazing.
Despite Nathan’s lack of substantial acting jobs since his move to Los Angeles two years ago, he kept up with his healthy eating and workout regimens on an almost obsessive basis, taking breaks only for Thanksgiving, Christmas, and the occasional Saturday night binge. As a kid, he loved eating cookie dough out of the carton. Lately he had become married to all those chocolate treats at Trader Joe’s.
He got closer to the mirror and stared at his face. His cheekbones looked strong and defined. His hair had lengthened a considerable amount since his last trimming, and his eyebrows had finally started behaving themselves. 
Nathan tilted his head back and examined the scar. He had started rubbing a new herbal lotion on it every night for the last few months, but the tiny pink detriment still made itself known to anybody who looked at him. It was something so miniscule, so faint, that in any other profession, nobody would care. But in this town, in this industry, he was less than. He wasn’t perfect.  
He patted his gym shorts and sighed, feeling a flimsy card sticking out from his right pocket.
He lay down on his back with two fifty-pound weights and started clinking them together up above his head. Nathan looked to his left to see a beautiful woman, maybe a year or two younger than he, lifting some smaller weights. She looked at him and smiled. He returned a big grin and sat up.
He took one of the weights and started doing curls. He spread his legs out to do the exercise, and he hoped she would do the same.
“Hi,” she said.
He brought his eyes to hers, but he kept his head down. “Oh. Hello.”
“How’s it going?”
“Good, you?” 
“Good. It’s super hot out today, isn’t it?” 
“Oh, I know,” Nathan replied. “I don’t know about you but I can’t stand the summer months in the Valley.”
“Yeah, I’ve been living in Sherman Oaks for about a month now. I love the cheap rent, but it’s seriously like living in an oven.”
Nathan laughed. “Yeah, I just try to stay indoors whenever possible.”
She grinned again and started lifting some heavier weights. Nathan finished his three sets and sat up. He took a deep breath and wiped his face down with his towel.
“So what’s your name?” he asked.
“Yvonne.”
Nathan stood up and put his weights away. He walked up to her and put his hand out with the grace of a perfect gentleman. “Nice to meet you. I’m Nathan.”
She shook his hand, this time with a smile that seemed more faked than before. She politely nodded and walked over to the elliptical machines.
He stared at her for another minute or so, but she didn’t look his way again.
Nathan frowned and turned to his left to see his face again in the mirror. The scar on his chin was redder than it was before, clearly aggravated from all his sweating. 
The fucking scar.
He barely had time to register that tears were forming in his eyes. He turned around to make sure nobody was looking at him. He started blotting at his face with his towel to make it look like he was trying to wipe away sweat.  
Nathan got up and started walking toward the gym’s exit. He looked at the elliptical machines to see the Yvonne girl with her headphones on, blankly staring up at one of the seventeen television screens, acting as if their little conversation had never taken place.
He sighed and pushed the heavy door open. He was met without kindness from the outside heat, which pulsated down on him like the unnatural waves of Hell. He got inside his car, slammed the door, and wiped away the tears. He was upset—extremely so—but his desire to massacre everyone in the gym with a Smith & Wesson 9mm had passed. 
Maybe I should just leave this rotten city and give up once and for all.
He patted the side of his right pocket again and felt the rough texture of the card. He stretched out his arms and moved his head around in circles to try to forget it was there. But he couldn’t help it.
He took the card out of his pocket. He turned on the car light above him and read through every word. His agent Tyler had given him the card a few weeks back, and he had only been looking at it seriously in the last few days.
The card was for Dr. Robert Chase, a Los Angeles plastic surgeon whose specialty was in scar reconstructive surgery. He was cheaper than most of the other L.A. doctors who specialized in this treatment, but he was just as good, if not better. 
Nathan didn’t have a lot of money and had recently needed his father to help him out with payments on his apartment. His dad had said, for what seemed to be the last time, that he would not be donating any more of his money if he continued to pursue an acting career. Nathan knew he needed to change something fast. 
The scar was the answer. He thought for the last two years that the scar was the root of every problem—no jobs, no girlfriend, no confidence, no success at much of anything. He tried for a while to believe that the scar wasn’t a big deal. Besides, as his agent had told him in their beginning stages, Harrison Ford has a scar on his chin, and look where he’s gotten. 
But even Nathan recognized that the skin tone of his face and the lightness of his hair just didn’t gel with the shape and darker color of the scar. 
His agent knew it, he knew it, even Yvonne superbitch knew it.
It was time for the scar to go.
He took his cell phone out of the glove compartment and started dialing the plastic surgeon’s number, when an incoming call stopped him in his tracks. The call was from his agent, who rarely called him on weekends. He switched over instantly.
“Tyler?”
“Nathan, hey.”
“Uhh, hi. What’s going on?”  
There was silence at first, followed by a strange string of manly giggles.
“What is it?” Nathan asked. 
“I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it.” 
“You can’t believe what?”
“This new breakdown that came out on Friday. Somehow I didn’t see it until this morning.”  
“The breakdown? What does it say?” 
“It doesn’t look like much. I mean, I’ve never heard of the writer or director. Vivien Slate is casting it, as well as producing it. She’s the only name I recognize.”
“Vivien Slate?”
“Yeah, she cast some big studio movies in the 90’s. Her last ten years have been mostly indies, but I’ve seen a few of them. She’s good at her job. She’s legit.”
“Yeah? Well that’s great, Tyler. What does this have to do with me?”
Even through the silence, Nathan could see Tyler smiling. 
“She just released a new breakdown for a feature film. It’s got a cast of mostly young guys. There’s five leads total. There’s a role for a twenty-five-year-old. Nathan, fuckin’ A, you were made for this part.”
“Oh yeah? How so?”
“This role is perfect for you because it describes your look in almost exact detail, including your hair color and overall physique.”
Nathan perked up a bit. “Well that’s good, I guess.”
“But that’s not all.”
“What?” Nathan was hoping for a miracle.
“The character also has a facial flaw,” Tyler said. “A scar, Nathan.”
Nathan sat in silence. He forgot to breathe for a moment.  
When the conversation ended, he put his phone, as well as the plastic surgeon’s card, down on the floor. 
The tears started again.
This is it.
This is my shot.
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Vivien could see the excitement on Brandon’s face all week—it was as if she had promised him a field trip to West Hollywood for Friday afternoon. She always tried to imagine what Brandon did on his nights and weekends. She had heard him in passing talking on his cell phone to whom she believed to be his boyfriend. His joie de vivre that week showed that either his boyfriend wasn’t giving Brandon what he wanted or that Brandon was just the horniest gay man ever to grace the planet Earth.
When the big day finally arrived, Vivien stepped into her office and peered into the waiting room to see more than a dozen young actors. Her heart dropped. 
Oh my God, she thought. These kids look fucking twelve.
Vivien was ready to see some cute twinks just as much as Brandon, who she imagined was jerking off in the men’s bathroom right now so he would behave himself today, but she didn’t like the idea of fantasizing over guys who looked as young as her own son. 
She stepped over to the intern’s desk to find Alyson staring blankly at her computer screen, while Brandon on the other side of her looked to have been salivating for the last half hour.  
“Good morning,” he said.
 “Morning,” Vivien responded, throwing her purse down in her private office. “Is the camera set up?”
“Yeah, I’m charging the battery right now.”
“Do we have a session sheet?”
“Printing!” Alyson shouted. 
“Perfect. I’m gonna get a Diet Coke.”
Vivien stepped into the hallway and walked toward the soda dispenser. She was almost there, when a clatter of thunderous footsteps in the distance stopped her. She looked down the hallway to see a line of young men walking toward her, all with headshots, all with adorable smiles on their faces. There must have been seven or more.
“Excuse me,” one of the young actors said. “Can you tell me where the casting room is?”
Vivien said nothing. She just pointed toward her office.
The actors nodded and continued walking down the hallway, some chatting in packs, others keeping to themselves.
Vivien put in her sixty cents and grabbed her soda. She took a sip. 
There’s so many of them. 
She was already suspicious from previous sessions that Brandon liked to set up actors that she hadn’t pre-approved. Just a month ago she had set up only five actors to read for the role of a twenty-four-year-old male pornography star, but at least twenty actors mysteriously showed up. 
Now Brandon had actually written a script for her, for a fake movie no less, that would act as a vehicle for Vivien to get laid. He had agonized over this script for days. To him, she knew, The Men was his baby.
Vivien took another sip of her soda and walked down the hallway. She could hear more footsteps behind her.
She looked in through the window to see a line of guys signing in. The last time there had been a line of actors this long in her waiting area had been in 1998 when she originally got the job to cast American Beauty. She tried not to remember the crack whore who had taken that amazing opportunity away. 
Vivien turned around and looked at the printer. She could see some papers in it. A typical session sheet was between five to eight pages. She imagined that if there were no more than ten, the day would be a smooth one. She didn’t, after all, want to be in the office until four in the morning. 
She grabbed the session sheet from the printer. 
It was thirty-six pages. 
---
Vivien sat down in her favorite chair in the audition room and flipped through the session sheet. Brandon had set up three actors every five minutes, a proven method for chaos. But Vivien grabbed a copy of the scene and breathed a sigh of relief. 
The scene each actor was reading, more like a monologue really, was barely half a page. The bit took place near the beginning of the movie, when the character tries to seduce a girl in the back of his car after a morning surfing trip.
She looked up to see Brandon walking into the room with a giant smile on his face and a fairly obvious erection in his pants.
“Are we ready?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said. “Let me just turn the camera on and we can start banging these out.”
“I’m sorry?”
“I mean… you know… bringing the actors in.”
“Right. Do they all have headshots?”
“Yep.” He powered up his camera. “Everybody’s been told they won’t be seen without a picture and resume.”
“OK, good.”
She studied Brandon and his camera. Something seemed different. She sat upright and clicked her pen. “Is that a new camera?”
He looked at Vivien and grinned like a pedophile. “That’s right. It’s my new HD Canon XH A1.”
“Wow! HD? That’s better, right?”
“Yeah, the quality’s way better. We’ll be able to see every detail of every guy who walks through that door.”
Vivien laughed. Brandon couldn’t be more obvious. “All right,” she said. “Let’s get going.”
Brandon moseyed up to the desk and leaned into her so close he could kiss her. “Vivien…” 
“Yes?” 
“I just want you to know I’m really happy to be helping you with this. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
She nodded and watched as he stepped out of the room and closed the door. 
Vivien looked down again at her session sheet, and a sudden and overwhelming feeling of guilt rushed through her body. For the first time since starting this fake project, Vivien recognized that what she was doing was wrong—really wrong. She stretched out her arms, then her neck, and tried to shake the feeling. The realization finally hit her that hundreds of actors were traveling from all over town to audition for her, for a movie they would never get, for a movie that would never be, all so that she could find a cute guy to ultimately mess around with.   
But then she remembered that most actors, especially young ones, were just grateful to be allowed the opportunity to step in front of a casting director. She knew that these up-and-comers were dying for a chance to show what they have, and that actually getting the part and acting in the movie was a different beast entirely. Also, she reminded herself that if she truly liked any actors from these sessions, she could always call them back for real movies in the future.
They’re the lucky ones, after all. They get to read for me.
She got comfy in her chair and readied the first actor.
After another minute, during which Vivien assumed her associate was giving half of the actors in the waiting room handjobs, Brandon walked in and tossed to her the first headshot.
“First up is Michael Gomez.”
She studied the headshot. Michael was a young Latin boy who she could already tell from his expression in the photo was gay.
“All right,” she said. “Bring him in.”
Michael walked in, set his bag down on the ground, and nodded to Vivien.
Brandon stood behind the camera and pressed the record button. “All right, if you could please slate your name for the camera.” 
“Yes. Michael Gomez, reading for the role of Jesse.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” Michael said, continuing to grin into the lens of the camera. 
Vivien looked at Brandon, who was sweating with excitement.
Oh, brother.
Michael turned his attention toward Vivien. “Do you want me standing, or do you want me to sit in the chair?”
“You should sit, right?” She looked to her associate, the writer, for guidance.
“Yes,” Brandon said. “The scene’s in the back of a car, so you should sit.”
“OK.”
“Remember,” Brandon added, “that Laura is sleeping, so you don’t want to raise your voice too much.”
“Yes. Good note. Thank you.”
Vivien’s first thought about this boy was that he was all wrong for the role. She was under the impression that the character of Jesse was a Caucasian blond-haired surfer. Then she reminded herself that the movie was a sham and it didn’t really matter. But still, she figured Brandon could’ve had the decency to bring in more suitable actors. 
Then she remembered that Brandon was just thinking with his dick.
Michael started the scene. “So I have something to confess to you, Laura. We’ve been coming out here morning after morning since the beginning of the semester, and the more I see you, the more I believe you just want me to be your friend. We’ve spent a lot of time together, and I think it’s appropriate that I be honest with you. I love you. I’ve loved you since freshman orientation. I don’t want to lose you by being honest. But I look at you right now and I know that there is nowhere else I’d rather be than right here. With you.”
He read the scene genuine and heart-felt. Vivien nodded, not impressed but not put to sleep. “All right, thank you very much.”
“Thank you,” Michael said to Vivien. Then he turned to Brandon. “And thank you, Brandon.” He gave Brandon a subtle wink as he walked out of the room.
Vivien looked at Brandon suspiciously. “What was that?”
“What?” 
“What was he thanking you for?”
Brandon shrugged his shoulders. “For filming him, I guess. I don’t know.”
Without warning, Michael barged back into the room. He rushed up to Brandon. “Oh, and here’s another headshot in case you need it. I don’t have an agent or manager right now.” He smiled at Brandon and said the following words very slowly: “So you can just call me directly. My phone number is on the top right.”
Brandon nodded, while Vivien was ready for the Latino boy to get the hell out of there.
After she made sure the kid wasn’t coming in a third time, she looked up at Brandon with disappointment. “He doesn’t have representation?”
“So?”
“I don’t read actors without representation!”
Brandon looked bewildered. “I know that, V, but for this project, who gives a shit if the actors have agents or not?”
Vivien tried to respond, but Brandon cut her off. 
“No, really, what’s the goal here, V? To score with some younger guys, right?”
“Shhh!” Vivien said. “Keep your voice down.”
Brandon sat down on the table in front of her. “V, I know you hate non-union actors. I don’t like them either. They’re usually untrained and untalented. But for the purposes of this project, won’t it be easier for you to try to take advantage of those who have nothing?”
She sometimes forgot how smart Brandon could be.
“If the actor has representation,” he said, “it’s going to make it that much more difficult for you to set up that dinner-for-two at Château Marmont, if you get my drift.” 
“Fuck,” she said. “I guess you’re right. I hate when you’re right.” 
“But yeah, it’s a mix and match. The ones you wanted me to set up have agents. The ones I set up don’t.”
“The boys at Actors Access love you right now, don’t they?”
“You have no idea,” he said.
Actors Access was the section of Breakdown Services where actors without representation could submit themselves for projects. Vivien only knew this because her son had joined a few years ago without her knowledge before he secured his first agent.  When Vivien found out, she gave him his first and only spanking.
“OK, who’s next?”
Brandon nodded at Vivien and walked out of the room, leaving the door open a crack. Vivien could hear commotion coming from the waiting room.
Alyson poked her head in. “Vivien?”
“Yes?”
“Hi, yes. I had a question. What exactly are you casting for today?”
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, I’m just curious, because all the guys in the waiting room have completely different looks.”
“How different?”
“Well,” Alyson said, “I think every ethnicity is accounted for.”
“Even Middle Eastern?”
“Even Middle Eastern.”
Vivien sighed and didn’t particularly want to answer the new intern’s question. “Any messages?” she asked, changing the subject.
“No, just a few agents calling to pitch. That Tyler Stiletto guy keeps calling. He’s called like fifty times. Says he has a perfect guy for one of the roles.”
“Stiletto,” she said to herself, shaking her head. “That guy will be the end of me.”
Brandon pushed Alyson to the side and smiled at Vivien. “You ready for the next actor?”
“Yes,” she said. “Please, we need to keep moving.”
Alyson went back to her desk, and Brandon walked up to Vivien, handing her the second headshot of the morning.
This actor, named Shawn Kressmore, was an African American who looked no older than fifteen.
I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. This is going to be a long day.
Vivien knew then and there that she had made a mistake. She had asked Brandon to write in a character that was too young. By the time the fifth actor danced his way into the audition room, she realized these younger actors were looking too close in age to her son to make her feel comfortable in thinking of them as sexual objects. The occasional actor walking in gave Vivien a sparkle in the eye and tickle in the vagina, but none of these toddlers were actually making her wet.   
That’s when Vivien remembered. Garrett Skyler.
She had forgotten about Garrett. Their cupcake date had been a success, and she had definitely felt attraction to him. He was only twenty-one, yes, but with a maturity that she enjoyed. She wondered if Garrett would take another meeting.
A dinner meeting. 
She wasn’t thinking rationally, of course, knowing Garrett’s busy schedule, or the minor detail that the boy was engaged to be married. But she thought she would at least try.
She got up out of her chair and opened the door. Another actor who looked no older than eleven was waiting in the hallway, his fingers tapping the wall. 
She made her way over to Alyson, who was organizing some documents on Brandon’s desk. “Hey, can you do something for me?”
Alyson put some papers down and stood upright, as if she were going to give Vivien a salute. “That’s what I’m here for.”
“I need you to set up a meeting with Garrett Skyler. He’s with CAA.” 
“All right, sure thing.” Alyson looked at Vivien with curious eyes. She sat down in her chair and scooted up to her laptop.
“Make it for tomorrow night around seven o’clock at a place of his choosing. Call his agent and tell him it’s regarding the film The Men that I am producing. Tell him I’m interested in him for the role of Jesse.”
She could see the timid actor in waiting give her a disappointed look, knowing full well that he had zero shot at the role if Vivien was meeting with an actor from the granddaddy of all agencies, CAA. She tried to avoid his gaze.
“OK,” Alyson said. “I’ll make the call.”
“Thank you.”
As Vivien walked back into the audition room, she found Brandon playing his tape back, watching that Latino actor’s audition. He, again, had a full tent in his pants.
“Oh, Jesus Christ,” she said.
“What?” Brandon asked in an innocent tone.
She didn’t respond. She just shook her head and sat back down in her chair. “All right, let’s go. Next actor.”
“OK, I’ll get him.”
“It’s kind of loud out there,” Vivien said. “How many actors are out there now?”
“I don’t know. Let me check.”
He shut the door, and Vivien reclined in her chair. She started thinking about Garrett. She thought it would be a long shot to guarantee another meeting so soon, but she thought she’d at least see if he’d be interested. 
Maybe he’d be in the mood for Mrs. Robinson. 
Brandon stepped back in the room.
Vivien looked up at him. “Yes? How many actors?”
“Almost a hundred.”
Vivien’s jaw dropped to the corner of her desk. She started thinking about what she would remove from Brandon first if she had the chance—his penis or his testicles.
“Well don’t just stand there!” she screamed. “Let’s go!” 
The session went on for another seven hours. Funny enough, Brandon didn’t ask once for a lunch break. 
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I definitely should not have eaten that. 
Christopher had felt bloated all day, and he knew the root cause had been that hot dog he had scarfed down too quickly at lunch. He knew a trip to the bathroom would make his stomach feel better, but he also knew that he needed to pour something hot down his throat in order to move the half-digested food along in his system.  
He got up from his chair and started walking down the hallway, feeling as if he was growing a litter of babies in his stomach—triplets, he imagined. As he got closer to the kitchen, he noticed the chit chat coming from the busy casting office. He turned to his left and peered inside the waiting room to see at least forty young men sitting, most of them on the floor. He checked in the kitchen for green tea bags, which worked best with his digestion, but couldn’t find a single one.  
Finding this as good a time as any, he decided to meander over to the casting office to ask the assistant if he or she had any tea.
He found just one person at the casting desk. She was a young lady with a pale face, wide hips, and a large neck that looked to have a life of its own.
“Excuse me, Miss?”
“Yes?” The girl turned toward him, clearly happy to have a distraction. 
“Are you Vivien’s assistant?”
“I wish,” she smiled. “I’m just the intern.” 
“Oh, I see. Well, yes, I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before.”
“I just started last week,” she said.
“Oh, splendid. I imagine Vivien is quite busy today?”
“Very. We’ve been casting for hours.”
“What’s your name, sweetheart?”
“I’m Alyson.”
“Christopher.”
The two shook hands, and he instantly regretted it after coming in contact with the warm sweat on her palm.  
“Can I help you with something?” Alyson asked. 
“Yes. I had a question for you.”
He almost fell over, startled, when the associate opened the door behind him and shouted a name: “Rusty Flowers!” 
Alyson and Christopher both turned around to see a young boy who looked to be a mix of Pacific Islander and Chinese walking past them. His hair was slicked back, and his facial structure was breathtaking. If a sensuous Asian woman had birthed Christopher, he wished he would’ve looked like this kid. 
When the door slammed shut, a jolt rushed through his body, and he felt an urge to pass gas.
“Sir?” Alyson asked. “Did you say you had a question for me?” 
“Yes, I was just wondering if you kept any teas around your office.” 
“I’m sorry?” 
“Tea? You know? Green tea bags?”
Alyson started looking under some binders on the right corner of her desk. “I don’t think I have anything here. Let me check in Ms. Slate’s office. Hold on a moment.”
Christopher stayed put while Alyson started combing through the drawers under Vivien’s desk. He looked to his right to see a wall of headshots. He laughed, thinking that even he was even more attractive than some of these older folk. 
He leaned over to look at more headshots when his left hand brushed against a black binder. He looked down to see a thick three-ring book with a title page on the front that said two simple words—The Men.
He looked back at the forty boys in the waiting room.  
Hmmm.
He opened the binder to see some dividers and scattered papers. There were lots of scribbles, many of which he couldn’t comprehend. He flipped through different sections, like casting suggestions, e-mails, and notes. Then one section caught his eye.
He flipped past the yellow divider to see a two-page document stapled together. It told everything to do with the project, including the director’s name, shooting location, and start date for the film. It said that it was a SAG project and that there would be absolutely no pitch calls allowed. 
Christopher scrolled down the page to see descriptions of five lead characters. The first character name was Jesse.
He turned to the crowd of young faces. “Excuse me,” he said to everybody. “What role are you guys reading for?” 
They all responded in perfect synchronicity: “JESSE!” 
Christopher nodded and looked back down at the paper. The second character was twenty-five years old. There was a twenty-nine-year-old and a thirty-four-year old as well. He reached the bottom of the page.
Where’s the fifth character?
He turned the page just as Alyson appeared in front of him. 
“It’s your lucky day,” she said. “Found two green tea bags in her drawer.”
She sat back down at her desk, blocking him from the binder. 
He smiled and took the tea bags from her. “Thank you. That’s great.”
He didn’t budge. Alyson looked at her computer screen, then back up at him with a modicum of worry. He hoped she didn’t think that he was still standing there because he was attracted to her. He didn’t mind girls chubby, but he didn’t like them grotesque. 
“Is there anything else I can help you with?” she asked. 
“Yes…” He needed to think of a lie. His mind was racing. “I was just wondering…” He stopped. He had nothing.
Alyson stood back up. She leaned in toward him. He was prepared to run away if she stuck her tongue in his ear. “Actually, I have a favor to ask.”
He definitely didn’t expect that. “Yes? What can I do for you?” 
“I really have to use the ladies’ room. Can you watch the phone here for a minute?”
Magic does exist.
“Oh. Sure. Yeah, go ahead.”
“Thank you, I’ve been holding it forever. Thank you, thank you!”
Alyson ran out of the room and down the hallway. 
The phone started ringing. Christopher looked down at it as if it were an extraterrestrial walkie-talkie. After the fifth ring, he picked it up.
“Uhh, uhh, yes, hi. This is Vivien Slate’s office.”
“Who am I speaking with?” The voice on the other end was gruff and intimidating. 
“This is, uhhh, how can I help you?”
“Listen,” the man said, “this is Tyler Stilletto. I already talked to a young girl today. I just wanted to know when you guys are going to start setting up the character of Ryan? I have a client who is absolutely perfect for this.” 
This guy was talking gibberish. Christopher needed to hang up the phone. “OK. Thank you. I’ll tell Vivien you said hi. Cheerio!”
Cheerio. That was a word he hadn’t used in a while.
“No! Wait!”  
Christopher hung up the phone. It started ringing again immediately. He turned to his right to see Alyson making her way back from the bathroom.
He took his final moment alone to look at that second page in the binder. He saw a synopsis for the project at the top, something to do with a group of five brothers re-uniting for a long weekend. Then, finally, he saw the description of the fifth lead character at the top.
The character’s name was Charles. He was forty years old. He had spent the last fifteen years of his life working as a fisherman overseas. And he was returning to the U.S. with a British accent.
A British accent! Holy shit!
Christopher had five more seconds to read over the character description a second time when Alyson put distance once again between him and the binder.
“Thanks a bunch,” she said. “Did anyone call?”
“Uhhh, no.”
The phone started ringing. Alyson picked it up. “Vivien Slate’s office.” 
Christopher waved the tea bags at Alyson, and she gave him a thumbs-up. He started walking out of the office. 
“I know, Mr. Stiletto, we’ve received your submissions,” he heard her say as he stepped into the waiting area and waded his way through the sea of boys. 
He made the tea fast, as if he had just one minute left on a lunch break that had already gone on way too long. He threw an ice cube in the cup to make sure he wouldn’t hurt himself and started chugging the green tea. He drank three whole cups, and he immediately felt the urge to go. 
After he finished, he got up from the toilet and walked up to the bathroom mirror. He analyzed both sides of his face and let out a loud sigh.
Christopher Bells started to dream.  
It’s time to trim the hair and beard. 
I have an audition to prepare for. 
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“Anyone strike your fancy today?” Brandon asked, stuffing headshots into his backpack after the session finally came to an end. 
Vivien turned her chair around. The frown on her face could have browned a line of bushes. “What are you doing?” she asked, a low calmness in her voice that seemed to startle him. 
“What?”
“Why are you taking headshots home with you?”
Brandon zipped up his backpack and put it on the ground. “What? Did you want to keep them?”  
“No.”
“All right then, so it’s my backpack or the recycle bin. Which would you prefer?”
“You’re gonna go home tonight and whack off to those headshots, aren’t you?”
Vivien’s brutal honesty looked to take her associate by surprise. “Excuse me?”
She had a scary little smile plastered on her face. “Don’t deny it.”
“I’m in a relationship, V. I’m not gonna be whacking off to anything.”
“Oh, really? A boyfriend, huh? What’s his name?”
Brandon kneeled down and unplugged the power chord to his laptop. “I’m not gonna answer that question.” 
“We’re friends, Brandon. You can talk to me.”
“I love you, V. You know I do. But at the end of the day, you’re my employer.”
“What’s his name?” she asked again.  
“Derek,” he quickly replied. “He’s wonderful.”
“Is he older or younger than you?”
“He’s nineteen.” 
“Oh my God.” Vivien turned her chair to the right and started laughing. “Fine. Take the headshots. You clearly need them more than I do.”
“So I take it you didn’t like anyone today?” 
“Not a one. And the only younger guy I might have a thing for is shooting a Scorsese movie in Italy, if you can believe it.”
“Oh, Garrett?”
“Yeah. What a pity.” 
 Brandon looked ready to go home. It was late. “So when should we hold the next session?”
Vivien started rubbing her eyes. She yawned and turned back to Brandon. “Let’s do Wednesday. The turnout today showed me that we don’t need a whole week to set up these actors. If we wanted to see actors on Monday morning, we could probably make it happen.”
“But we’re not going to, right?” Brandon looked terrified.
Vivien morphed her face into a friendly grin. “No. Have a good weekend.”
“OK. You too.”
Brandon slipped his laptop into his backpack. “Which character do you want to do on Wednesday? No more of Jesse, right?”
“No more of Jesse.”
“All right, then who?”
“Let’s just keep going up in age. Makes it easier. But I think the twenty-five-year-old might still be too young. I’m thinking I’ll be most attracted to a guy around thirty or so.” 
“Well, I’m twenty-seven,” Brandon said. “What do you think of me?”
He unbuttoned his shirt and started posing as if he were a Tom Ford fashion model. He turned around and tried to flaunt his unremarkable ass that was lost inside his baggy jeans.
“I’m not impressed,” she said.
“You’d hit me,” Brandon said. “Come on. If you bumped into me at a bookstore or something, you’d take me to the biography section and try to re-write mine.”
Vivien looked perplexed. “Did you just come up with that little doozy?”
“Yeah, that was lame. My mind works better on paper.”
“Well first of all, Brandon, if I bumped into you at a bookstore, you’d be in the men’s erotica section. I would know you were gay. I have very good gaydar. I always have. I see actors on a day-to-day basis, for Christ’s sake.”
“Yeah, but say I was straight.”
“But you’re not,” she reminded him.
“Whatever,” he said. “Your loss!” He buttoned up his shirt. “Look, I’m sorry today didn’t work out for you. Let’s make Wednesday your day to remember.”
“Yes. Let’s.”
Brandon put his backpack over his shoulders and walked out of the casting office, turning off most of the overhead lights.   
Vivien looked into the dark abyss, and a tangible wave of loneliness flowed through her body like undigested Chinese food. She turned to her laptop and focused on e-mails she had yet to answer. She searched through over forty subject lines to see at least two pertaining to projects looking for casting directors. While she didn’t object to working on other films while taking on this little white lie known as The Men, she didn’t necessarily want to. Her other projects, except for the postponed Christmas in Quebec, were completely done. Her priority had changed from casting movies to finding a new man. And she knew, with perseverance, reckless abandonment, and a short skirt, she could pull this off.
Her phone vibrated. It was Patrick. 
She picked it up right away without even thinking. “Hello?”
There was no response. She couldn’t even hear breathing. The call was terminated before she was able to say another word. 
She sat in her office for another hour, waiting to see if he would call back. Vivien had already moved on from Patrick and didn’t see any possibility for reconciliation. But she still quietly cared for the guy. She knew he would always have a small place in her heart. And on this quiet night in Chatsworth, California, she actually started looking forward to the day when they could sit down and have a civilized conversation. That is, after she stuck a large bucket on his head and kicked him around for a few hours.
---
Vivien spent most of her weekend picking all the actors for the next few sessions for The Men. She had chosen over sixty actors for Brandon and Alyson to set up on Monday morning, and they all looked super gorgeous, so much so that just staring at their headshots online was turning her on.   
She tried masturbating a couple of times on Saturday. Lila and Walter were vacationing in Maui, Gavin was camping with some friends, and Vivien had the whole house to herself. She wanted to start practicing for her upcoming sexual encounters, as she felt she hadn’t had an orgasm in years. 
But her fingers alone weren’t doing the trick. She needed assistance—vibrational assistance. 
On Sunday morning she woke up early and started researching sex shops on Yelp. She found five-star reviews for a little hole-in-the-wall in North Hollywood and took the 101 freeway to the 170. She pulled off on Magnolia and found the parking lot to the shop near the metro station. It was called Pleasures & Things, and it looked shady from the outside. 
Vivien had purchased a vibrator once over ten years ago online, but she didn’t want to have to wait another week to get it in the mail—she wanted it today. Plus, she thought it would make an awkward moment to come home from one of her casting sessions to find Lila trying to locate a place on the shelf for the giant flesh-toned object she assumed was a work of art. 
She walked inside to find mostly books and posters in the front of the store. A young, nerdy brunette walked up to Vivien and nodded to her.
“Good morning to you,” she said. “You’re our first customer of the day!”
“Oh, thank you. Hello.”
“What can I do for you?” 
“I’m looking for a vibrator. A good one.”
“Yes.” The girl seemed to get this request a lot. “Follow me.”
Vivien followed her to the back of the store, where she found a shelf filled with buzzing appliances of love.
“What are you looking for, specifically?”
“I’m not really sure,” Vivien said.
“We got all kinds. Traditional, Rabbit, G-Spot, Clitoral. We got the VibroPod, the Rock Chick. We got toys for couples. We got anal vibrators, if you’re into that sort of thing.” She started laughing as if she had said something Vivien would find amusing. She tapped Vivien with her left elbow as if she wanted her to join in on the laughter.
“I just want the one that’ll give me the most pleasure, you know?”
“Yes, I do know. Let me take a look at you, pretty lady.” She inspected Vivien up and down, forward and backward. “I have just the thing.”
She went into the back of the store and left Vivien alone to browse. Vivien took a special interest in the Rock Chick, which looked like something she would find at the gym and not in a woman’s bedside drawer. 
The girl returned with a long vibrator whose color and shape reminded her of the pellets that Catalina Sandino Moreno had to swallow in Maria Full of Grace.
“Sleek Chic,” the girl said. “You look to me like a Sleek Chic.”
Vivien held it up and started waving it around. She touched it all over. The texture felt so much like a penis that she wanted to try sucking it right there in the store.
“What are the benefits of this one?” Vivien asked.
“Well, it’s one of the simpler ones, but it’s still an enhanced version of our biggest seller. This one is my personal favorite. It has a really great texture to it that feels really good on the clit. Plus, it has six different speeds of your choosing.”
“Wow,” Vivien said. “How much is it?”
“Fifteen.”
“Fifteen? That’s it?”   
“That’s it.”
Vivien stared at the vibrator in awe, as if she had just encountered a dog that could talk. “I’ll take it.”
“Very nice choice, Ms. Slate.” The girl took Vivien’s money and walked to the register. 
Vivien followed right behind her. It took her a few seconds to react to the girl’s last sentence. “Whoa, wait a second.”
“Yes?”
“How do you know my name?”
The girl smiled. “My name’s Karen Katovich. I’ve auditioned for you a few times. You brought me in for a callback last year.”
Vivien didn’t even recognize the girl, but she nodded to her, anyway. “That’s right. I remember you, now.” She didn’t know what to say further. “Well, thank you again. Keep, you know, honing your craft.”
“I will,” she said as she dropped the vibrator into a tiny white bag and handed it to her customer. “Come visit Pleasure & Things again. We appreciate your business.”
---
As soon as Vivien sat down on her bed, she pulled the Sleek Chic out of the bag. She examined it for a few minutes. It had been a long time since she had used a vibrator. While sex with Patrick hadn’t exactly been memorable in the last few years, they fooled around with each other enough to make a vibrator unnecessary.
Vivien pulled down her underwear and started massaging her clit with her right index finger. She closed her eyes and fantasized about that hottie from Bilbao, Spain.
Jonathan Korlajarean, ravish me with your giant cock. 
She got wet right away. She was in the mood and ready.
She looked at the settings on the vibrator. There were speeds ranging from one to six. She thought it would be funny to turn the vibrator to speed six and ram it inside her vagina like a power drill.
She turned it to the lowest speed. And she waited.
Nothing happened.
She turned it to other speeds, then back to the slowest speed. The vibrator was as lifeless as Patrick’s penis had been on a cold day. She hit it against the side of her bed a few times. Then she looked at the bottom. She slapped her forehead with stupidity.
Batteries, doofus. 
Vivien made her way into the kitchen, where she thought she had seen a drawer with batteries a few days prior. She looked through all the drawers and didn’t see any. She got down on her knees and looked through some cupboards. The third one on the right had what she needed. She pulled out a box and grabbed two triple A batteries. She slipped them in the bottom of the vibrator, gently, so she wouldn’t break the damn thing. She turned it to its lowest setting, and it started making a humming noise as musical as Kristin Chenoweth.
Vivien jumped up on the kitchen island and spread her legs apart. She wasn’t as wet as before, but she willed herself to get back in the mood. She closed her eyes and imagined Jonathan’s ravishing brown eyes and voluptuous lips heading toward her belly button. She imagined him taking his tongue and bringing it down from the belly button all the way to her pussy. Within seconds she was wet again.
She gripped the vibrator firmly with her right hand and brought it closer to the magic spot. As the end of the vibrator started bouncing off her clit, she immediately started moaning and bending backward.
“Ohh… Oh my God…”
She tried to grip the side of the island, but there was nothing to grab onto. She turned around, her right foot striking the large gold faucet.
“Owwwww!” 
She scooted back and tried to stay outside of reach of anything that could interrupt this sublime moment. Her breathing became more erratic, and she could start to feel sweat on her upper lip.
She removed the vibrator for a moment and turned up the speed setting.
Within a couple of minutes, she was having the most fun of her life. She imagined Jonathan thrusting inside of her, his cute butt smashed up against the refrigerator, his tongue making its way from her nipples to her bottom lip. 
“Oh, oh, oh, oh.” She couldn’t stop moaning.
She removed the vibrator again. She turned it to its highest speed.
She scooted down toward the end of the island so that she could grip her hand on the phallic faucet. The vibrator was so loud that Vivien wondered if a neighbor could hear her.
“OH… MY… GOD…”
She was close. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head. Her heart started beating three times faster. Her mouth opened wider than she ever imagined possible. She thrust her head back against the cold marble tile.
Her whole body went into spasms. To an observant she might have looked like she was going into cardiac arrest.
“OHHHHH FUUUUUUUUCK!” 
Five intense contractions followed, her face lost all its color, and she ejaculated over the kitchen sink with one quick spray.
Vivien collapsed on the island and slowed her breathing. She let out a long sigh and sat up.
She turned off the vibrator. 
Then she heard a footstep. 
Vivien turned to her left to see Lila and Walter standing in the living room, their sunglasses still on, noticeable tans on their faces.
“We came home early,” Lila said. 
She dropped her luggage on the living room couch and walked toward her bedroom. 
Walter didn’t follow her.  
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By the time Vivien reached the office for her second session on Wednesday, she breathed a sigh of relief. She looked inside to see only half
of the amount of guys who had been crowding up her waiting room on Friday. Plus these hotties looked more her type—tall, mature, more definition in their arms and faces. 
She nodded to them as she made her way inside, and they all bowed their heads to her like she was Cleopatra. 
Vivien turned the corner to see Brandon fiddling with his camera. He was the only one there. “Where’s Alyson?” 
“She called in sick.”
“Sick? Interns aren’t allowed to get sick.” 
 “She said she’s throwing up every ten seconds.”
“Whatever. We’ll make it work.” She threw down her purse and marched into the audition room. “Are we set? Are we ready to go?”
“Yes. Batteries are charging, and a new tape’s in the machine.”
Vivien rubbed her palms together and smiled at Brandon. “I think this is gonna be a good day.” 
Brandon smiled back at her but not with the same energy and excitement he had shown her on Friday.
“Oh come on,” Vivien whispered, taking a few steps closer to Brandon. “These guys too old for you?” She opened one of the red folders in front of Brandon’s laptop to see a nineteen-page session sheet. 
Brandon bit down on his bottom lip. “Honestly? Yeah.”
Vivien slapped him across the back of his head. “Come on you pedophile. Let’s get to work.” 
They had about 140 guys to see today, and Vivien was ready to get started. She grabbed her finest pen and nodded at Brandon, who cracked his neck and tinkered with his camera for a few more seconds. They were ready. 
Vivien looked into the waiting room one last time before they started. Most of the guys were wearing white t-shirts and gym shorts of varying colors. She hadn’t bothered to look at the audition scene yet, but she imagined it took place in a gym. All the guys’ arms were on display, as well a delightful set of bulges in all of those tight shorts. 
I’m living a wet dream. 
There was a mix of different ethnicities, but this time the Caucasians outweighed everyone else. She passed over a couple of redheads and zoned in on some brown-haired studs who looked promising. 
But then Vivien’s eyes caught someone truly special. He had short blond hair and a six-pack she wanted to caress with every inch of her body. 
He looked familiar.
The boy with the chin scar, she thought. I remember you.  
---
The first hour of the session went by smoothly. The actors were not only more handsome today, but more talented as well. 
The clock struck noon when the guy with the scar walked in. He was wearing a black tank top and blue gym shorts. His hair was spiked, and he looked as if he had been tanning for the last few days. He looked perfect. Even Brandon, who liked guys between the ages of five and eleven, sat up in his chair and took notice of the guy. 
“Uhh, hi,” Brandon said as if he had forgotten what he was doing. 
“Hello,” the young man said.
“Could you please slate your name for the camera?”
“OK,” he said. “Hi, I’m Nathan LeMille. I’m with Paragon Agency. Reading for the role of Ryan.”
“Thank you.” 
Nathan smiled at Vivien. “Hello.”
“Hi,” Vivien said, not masking her attraction toward him. She said the following more like a statement than a question: “We’ve met before, haven’t we.” 
“Yes, at the acting school. It’s nice to see you again. Although I still think you should be in front of the cameras, not behind them.”
Vivien laughed and leaned forward. “You are too kind. It’s good to see you too, Nathan.”
“Likewise, Ms. Slate.”
“Please. Call me Vivien.”  
Brandon stared at the two lovebirds as if he were invisible. He cleared his throat as loud as possible. 
Vivien jerked her head toward her associate. “Oh. Right. The audition.” She turned back to Nathan. “Please, take a seat.”
“Is it OK if I stand for this?” he asked.
Most of the actors that morning were sitting, but she shrugged her shoulders. “You can do whatever you’d like. Whatever makes you comfortable.”
She could see Brandon rolling his eyes while Nathan took a step back and prepared for the scene by clenching his fists.  
Vivien loved this guy already. She propped her elbows on the desk and looked down at the session sheet. Nathan’s name was at the bottom of page four. She circled it and wrote three exclamation points on the side of the sheet. She set her pen down and readied herself for some magic. 
Nathan remained standing, staring down at the ground, his eyes welling up with tears. He looked toward the camera. “So what are you saying? You’re saying you don’t love me anymore? How can you even stand there and look at me in the face? Do you have any idea what just happened today? It’s my father, babe! You don’t get to stand there and judge me on the same day my father dies, OK? You don’t!”
Vivien smiled. He’s the whole package. Super cute, and a pretty good actor. 
Nathan started pacing back and forth. He got closer to the camera. “Did you hear what I said? Huh? Did you?”
He jumped forward and swung at the camera, clearly trying to fake a slap. But to Nathan’s surprise, the tips of his fingers brushed against the tripod, and the camera started to tip over.
“Oh shit!” Brandon had just relaxed into his chair. He tried to jump up and grab the tripod, but he was too late. The camera smashed against the wall, and the tripod collapsed to the ground. Brandon’s expression turned into one of horror, as if he had just witnessed the execution of his closest family member.
“MY CAMERA!”  
Brandon kneeled down and started sorting through the battleground. He looked most worried about the camera lens.
Nathan looked at Vivien, then Brandon, and then back at Vivien. “Oh God, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s quite all right,” Vivien said. “It happens.”
Brandon put his hands up in the air like he didn’t know what to do. “Sorry, V. I’m gonna need a minute.”
“That’s fine. Can you fix it?”
“I don’t know. Be right back.”
Brandon left the tripod on the ground as if it were a wounded soldier and instead attended to his camera. He glared at Nathan while walking out of the room and slammed the door behind him so hard Vivien jumped a little in her chair.  
“What can I say?” Vivien said. “The most important relationship in that man’s life is the one he has with an inanimate object.” 
“I’m such a jerk!” Nathan put his hands over his face. 
“You’re not a jerk. Come over here.”
Nathan confusedly took a few steps closer to Vivien. He didn’t seem to know what to do or say.
Vivien looked down at his beautiful headshot, perfectly lit, bearing his gorgeous smile at the same time it hid the scar. 
His resume was another sad beast entirely. He had some short film credits, but no TV credits. Half of his resume listed commercials, which was usually the sign of death to an actor looking to break into the film and television world.
“Nathan?” 
“Yes?”
“Can I ask why you haven’t pursued very much film or TV work before?”
He laughed and leaned against Vivien’s desk. “That’s all I’ve been doing, actually. For the last two years. I want to work in movies and TV, I do. My agent tries, but it’s been really difficult.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Vivien crossed her legs and clasped her hands together, trying to look as sexy as possible in her work attire. 
“I’ve been tested a lot and have made it to some callbacks,” Nathan said. “I almost got a small part in a Russell Crowe movie last year, and last December I tested for a role with Ron Howard in the room.”
She nodded. “Impressive. But no luck?”
“None.”
“Why do you think that is?”
Nathan smiled at Vivien again. He seemed surprised to have a casting director chatting him up so much, especially one who wasn’t a gay male. He didn’t answer right away. He stood there, hovering over her, as if he knew at any second she would make the assumption.
She did. “Let me guess. Your scar.”
He nodded and turned away. 
“It’s not that bad,” she said, even though she knew it distracted from his pretty face more than a little.  
“The last doctor I went to told me it would heal with time, but it seems to have gotten worse as the years have progressed.”
“Years? How long have you had it?”
“About two years now. I fell when I was on a hike.”
“Fell? On what?”
“The sharpest rock in Los Angeles, apparently.” 
Vivien shook her head and sighed. “That sucks. I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be. It’s just hard, you know?”
“I know.”
“I’ve been trying to make it work. I keep feeling like I’m so close. And then it’s another rejection. And another. And another.”
“That’s the thing about this business, Nathan. Actors get beaten down so much year after year that many give up and go home. It’s the ones who truly love it and stick with it who eventually find success. How old are you? Twenty-four?” 
“I’m twenty-five.”
“Twenty-five years old. You are a baby. With time, with persistence, and with luck, you will find success. I promise you.”
He stared into Vivien’s eyes, and she stared back into his. The two shared a tender silence.
Finally, Vivien looked away. “Anyway, that’s a little lesson of the day from a casting director who’s been around the block more than a few times.”
“Thank you,” he said. “It means a lot.” 
Brandon poked his head in. “I think I got it. Just another minute.”
“All right, take your time,” she said. “I don’t want the rest of Nathan’s audition here to be out of focus. He’s too cute for that.” 
Vivien worried the comment was too forward, but Nathan didn’t seem to mind. 
From this angle, with the harsh light hitting Nathan’s chin, Vivien was able to get a closer look at the boy’s scar. It didn’t have the vibrancy and character of Harry Potter’s. This one was in the droll shape of a line, and it was diagonal, traveling from just below his lower lip on the left all the way down to the bottom of his chin on the right. It wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t so thick; it looked to be more than a centimeter wide. 
“Have you ever thought about going to a plastic surgeon?” she asked.
His smile evaporated. He turned his gaze away from the blank wall.  
Vivien stood up and walked over to Nathan, just as he turned back toward her. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. 
“It’s OK.”
“No, that was a stupid question. You don’t have the money for a plastic surgeon. Of course you don’t.”
He turned around and in seconds the actor and casting director were within kissing distance. 
“I just need one break,” he said. “I just need one person to believe in me.”
“Do you want this part, Nathan? The role of Ryan? Do you really, really want it?”
“Ms. Slate, more than you’ll ever know.”
She studied him. She could tell he wanted the role more than oxygen, and that he would do anything to get it. 
Vivien smiled big, sauntered back over to her desk, and sat down. “Nathan, do you know who the producer of this movie is?”
“No, I don’t.”
“It’s me. And as both casting director and producer, I have final say who gets this role.” She looked as proud as when she decapitated the snake. 
“That’s so cool. I know you’ve been casting for like twenty years, but I had no idea that you produced movies, too.” 
Vivien pursed her lips. “You’ve researched me, haven’t you?” 
“I have. I know you grew up in Ellsworth, Maine. I know you are one of the most well respected casting directors in the business. And I know I will do anything, and I mean, anything, to get this part.”
Nathan had taken a 180-degree turn from a glum loser to a master manipulator. He got closer to Vivien. She didn’t stop him. He supported his arms on the desk and he leaned into her as if this moment were the end of a promising first date.
“Anything, Mr. LeMille?” 
“You name it. It’s yours.”
She studied his face. Despite the scar, she found it to be the closest to perfection she had seen all day. She put her hand out and rested it on his upper chest. Nathan didn’t stop her. She took the deepest breath of her life. She thought they might even kiss.
Brandon thrust the door open. “Got it! Sorry for the delay. There’s like forty actors out there right now, just FYI.” He focused his eyes toward his camera and walked over to the tripod. 
If Brandon hadn’t been looking away, he would’ve witnessed a moment of sexual tension never before seen between an actor and a casting director.  
“It’s fine,” Vivien said.
She pulled Nathan close to her while Brandon’s head was still turned away. “Will you have dinner with me tonight?” 
“OK.” He had a look of both excitement and fear on his face.
“Write your number on your headshot.” 
He scribbled his number under his agent’s information and handed her the headshot. 
Vivien moved her attention toward Brandon. “This one doesn’t need to read any more of the scene.”
“Huh?” He was still trying to get his tripod steady.
“While you were fixing the camera, I had Nathan here read for me. He’s good to go.”
“OK. I’ll get the next actor. Just one sec.”
Vivien looked at Nathan one last time. She took her right thumb and brushed it over Nathan’s scar. He didn’t push her away. Instead, he closed his eyes.
“OK, I’m ready,” Brandon said. He looked across the room and cleared his throat again, this time even louder than before.    
Vivien snapped out of her hypnotic state. “Anyway, that was a very good read, Mr. LeMille. It was really nice to see you again.” 
“Same to you. Thanks for the opportunity.”
He nodded at Brandon and stepped out of the audition room. 
Brandon laughed as he powered up his camera. “I think someone’s got a crush.”
Vivien sat down in her chair. “Yeah? You think he’s into me?”
“I wasn’t talking about him.” He checked the focus on his camera and walked to the door. “You ready for the next one?”
“You betcha.”
He promptly brought in the next actor, a super tall redhead who looked like he belonged in a basketball court. She thought he was cute. But she didn’t really pay attention to his audition.
Vivien looked down at Nathan’s headshot and memorized the phone number written at the bottom. 
As soon as the session reached its end, she placed a call. Nathan picked up the phone after the first ring.  
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He took her hand and kissed it, even before they were seated.
“Was that inappropriate?” he asked.
Vivien looked at Nathan with bewilderment. She was surprised that he had even made an appearance at the little Italian restaurant in Encino, but she was even more astonished at the way he had cleaned up. At the session earlier, he was a cutie in dirty gym shorts. Tonight, he was wearing a collared shirt with black slacks, and his hair was slicked back to reveal more of his face. Even his scar looked more refined. 
She adjusted her posture and started getting lost in his smoldering blue eyes. “No. Of course not.”
“Good,” he said. “I’ll kiss it on my way out then, too.”
She tried to keep herself from giggling. “I’m just going to use the ladies’ room. I’ll be right back.”
“OK.” 
Vivien got up from her chair and walked through the restaurant toward the tiny bathroom in the back. 
A few minutes passed, and she was still applying more make-up to her face, desperately trying to look as youthful as possible. She felt relieved that she had put on a casual dress. Before she left the house an hour earlier, she had toyed with the idea of wearing more of a business suit to make the dinner with this young gentleman seem more like a meeting than a date. 
She returned to the main lobby, where she found Nathan already sitting at a booth. There were two menus, two waters, and two alcoholic drinks already on the table.
“Please. Sit.” 
“Wow,” she said, noticing the drinks. “You’ve already got the party started, huh?”
“You better believe it.” 
She took a sip of the beverage. “Is that what I think it is?”
“I believe so,” he said with an infectious smile. “How does it taste?”
“It tastes like a Cape Cod.”
“Uh huh.”
She took another sip. “This is my favorite drink.”
“I know.” Nathan took a sip of his gin and tonic.  
She waited for a response, but he wasn’t giving it to her. “How the hell did you know my favorite drink? Have you been stalking me, Nathan?”
“Close. I Googled you. You said it was your favorite drink in an interview you did back in 1997 for Movie Insiders Magazine.”
“I beg your pardon?” She couldn’t remember such an interview. 
“The magazine interviewed you for a cover story about casting directors in the August ‘97 issue. It’s online. If you type your name on Google, it’s one of the first things that comes up.”
“Oh my God,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “The Internet is such a scary place, I tell you. Everything about everyone is on there.”
“Not me.”  
There was a pause. He looked down. 
“What do you mean?”
“My name is really specific,” Nathan said. “I mean, very few others out there have it. But you Google me, and there’s nothing.”
Vivien frowned as their waiter stepped up to the booth. “Have you two had enough time to decide?” the man asked.
“Yes,” Vivien said. “I will have the chicken picatta with the mixed veggies. Easy on the white wine sauce.”
“Nice choice.” He turned to Nathan. “And you, sir?”
“I’m trying to decide if I should be bad or not.”
Vivien handed her menu to the waiter and nodded at Nathan. “Oh, come on. Be bad.”
He smiled. “All right, I’m going to have the raviolis. Is there a small portion, or do you just have the one size?”
“We just have the one size, sir. Did you want meat or marinara sauce inside the ravioli?"
“Oh, gosh. Let’s go with meat. We like meat, right, Ms. Slate?”
“I looooooove meat.”  
The waiter took their menus, his look recognizing the couple’s weirdness, before he started chatting up a party at the adjacent table.
“And call me Vivien, please,” she said. “I sound like your mother. Ms. Slate. Christ.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Did I offend you?” 
“I already feel like a relic,” she said. “Please don’t make it any worse.”
“All right, I won’t.” Nathan laughed and adjusted himself in his seat. “So you have a son, right?”
She nodded. She didn’t want to talk about her family tonight. But she answered him, anyway. “Yes, that’s right. Gavin.”
“And then your husband…” He paused. “How long have you been married? Eighteen years?” 
She brushed her hand through her hair and faked a cough. “Enough about me,” she said, wanting to change the subject as fast as possible. “Let’s talk about why I brought you here tonight.”
“Oh,” he said, taking his elbows off the table. “All right.”
“As you know, Nathan, I am producing this movie and am putting together a cast of five actors. I am looking to mix and match name actors with up-and-comers. I saw a lot of guys today for the role of Ryan. And I wanted to bring you here tonight to get to know more about you.”
“Really? Why?”
“Because you are one of the main contenders for this part.”
He looked like he wanted to scream with joy, but he kept it in. “Oh my God, I am thrilled.” Nathan’s excitement turned to confusion. “Even though I only got through half of my audition?”
“Yes.”
“Even though I ruined your assistant’s camera?”
“He’ll live.”
“I mean, I’ll audition for you again. I’ll do it right here in the restaurant if you want me to.”
Vivien laughed. She put her elbows on the table and leaned in. He took the initiative and did the same.  
“No,” she said. “I could see you had potential as soon as you walked through my door. We’ll have official callbacks in the coming weeks, and you’ll be able to audition a few scenes for me then. Tonight I just want to get to know the real you.”
“Thank you, Ms. Slate.” He corrected himself quickly. “I mean, Vivien. Your believing in me means a lot. I just know I’m this character. I know I’m Ryan. From the inside, out. He’s scared and fragile and worried about his appearance and his scar. I just—trust me—I really get this guy.”
“Yeah, that’s so wild you have a scar just like the character. Seems like it was meant to be.” 
“Gosh, I know! My agent was breathing down your assistant’s neck for days trying to get me in.”
Vivien grinned. “You’d be surprised but Brandon actually likes guys breathing down his neck.”
“What?” 
 “Nothing.” She cleared her throat. “So. Nathan. Where’d you grow up?” 
The plates of food came a minute later. Her chicken picatta looked cold and runny, but she didn’t care. Tonight wasn’t so much about the food but about the friction to be taking place between two naked bodies.
As Nathan started going into an endlessly complicated story about his upbringing, Vivien stared into his eyes. He looked like he wanted to tell somebody, anybody, his life story, but no one ever bothered to listen. She took in his every word, but in the back of her mind, she was already thinking past dessert.
Tonight, you are mine.
---
As he walked her to her car, she tried to figure out what she could possibly say to seduce him back to Lila’s house. 
“Thanks again for dinner,” Nathan said. “That was sweet of you.”
“Of course.”
She searched her purse for her keys, which were buried beneath gum wrappers, business cards, and torn-up headshots. She unlocked her car and turned to Nathan. “Well, this is me. Where are you parked?”
Nathan motioned to the other side of the lot. “I’m over there.”
“Which one?”
“The Toyota 4Runner.”
“Oh. Nice.”
“Yeah, it was a Christmas present from my dad. If I can book a role in something, I might finally be able to pay him back.” 
Awkward silence ensued. Vivien wasn’t sure if she should open her car door and forget this night ever happened or wrap her arms around the boy and go in for the kill. She tilted her head down and moved toward her car. 
Nathan took a step forward. “Wait! Before you go!” He lifted up her right hand and kissed it softly. “As promised.”
Vivien took a deep breath. “You’re quite something, you know that?” 
He smiled. “Well, thanks again, Vivien. For everything. I await the callback.”
He started walking away. In seconds he would be gone. 
“Wait!” she called out.
He turned around, his hands wedged in his pockets. “Yes?”
“What are you doing right now?”
He didn’t answer right away. “I’m sorry?”
She tried to think of a delicate way to put it. She tried to think of a weird reason or excuse or gesture. She had nothing. “I was just wondering if you wanted to come back over to my place?” 
The joy that had been present all over Nathan’s face that evening started to drain away. He bowed his head and walked closer to her. “What for, exactly?” 
She started to feel shy, as if she were fourteen again, trying to ask the cute eighth grader Thomas Reilly out on a date. “I enjoy your company, Nathan. Do you enjoy mine?”
“Of course I do.” 
“So.” She leaned her head toward his. This wasn’t a question. This was an order. “You want to come over?”
She could tell he was mulling over his next few words carefully. “Yes,” he said. “I would love to.”
---
Lila’s home was pitch black when they arrived. As she guided Nathan in through the side door, she glanced to her right to see Gavin’s door closed but with some music blaring from inside. On any other night, she would’ve investigated to make sure that little bitch Kendyll wasn’t in there with him. But tonight, she had her own priorities.  
“Is this your house?” Nathan asked.
“No. My son and I are staying at a friend’s.”
“What about your husband?” 
“Yeah, that didn’t really work out.” 
Nathan nodded, awkwardly. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I’m not.” 
She took him by the hand and led him to her guest bedroom. She turned around one last time to make sure nobody in the house had seen the two of them come in. She closed the door behind her.
Nathan, his hands once again in his pockets, started looking around the room. “This is nice.”
“Yeah. Beats paying a fortune at a hotel.”  
Vivien sat down on her bed and patted the mattress with her right hand, motioning for him to come over. He did, eventually.
“Care for a drink?” she asked.
“I’m OK.”
“You sure? I keep some hard liquor at my bedside. You know, for nights when I’m in the mood to have some fun, if you know what I mean.” 
She pulled from her stash a mini-bottle of whiskey. She chugged half of it and handed it to Nathan. He shook his head, and she put it away.
Vivien was getting bored. It’s time.
“Nathan?”
“Yes?”
“I have a question.”
“OK.”
“I want you to answer me honestly.”
He responded with a nod. 
“Do you find me attractive?”
She started rubbing his right leg. This gorgeous young man, twenty years her junior, with the look of a movie star sans that awful scar, sat completely still. He wouldn’t respond.
“Nathan? I asked you a question.”
He finally darted his eyes toward hers. He looked uncomfortable, but Vivien felt confident she could mediate his fears. “I do, Ms. Slate.”
“I told you. Call me Vivien.”
She kissed him. It was an awkward kiss at first, one that a straight girl might’ve planted on her gay male friend. She brought him down toward the bed. She could tell he didn’t want to be doing this, but she pressed on, anyway. She moved away from his lips and started kissing his neck.  
“You are so beautiful,” she said, immediately regretting the corny line a second after saying it. 
She unbuttoned the top of his collared shirt to reveal a tight white tank top underneath. She pressed down on it, feeling his rock-hard abs with her delicate fingers. 
When she pushed her palm up against his crotch, Nathan sat up. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“What?”
“You’re very pretty, Ms. Slate.”
“Vivien. Please.”
“I just…” Nathan paused and put his hands at his side. “I just don’t know.”
She put both of her hands on his cheeks and pulled him close. She tilted her head up and sensuously licked his scar. “You want to be a part of this movie, right?”
He took a noticeably deep breath, as if her lick of his chin was the first mode of foreplay that actually turned him on. “You know I do.”
 “Good. Then let’s play.”
She could feel him start relaxing. She straddled him and started kissing him all over. His tank top came off quickly, and she marveled at his chest. For nearly two decades she had to look at the chest of a man who thought exercise was going out front every morning to grab the newspaper. She enjoyed this change of pace. 
She caressed Nathan’s body from end to end with her fingernails. He didn’t seem to mind. Then she started unbuttoning his pants. The slacks fell to the floor with ease.
Underneath, he was wearing what she had hoped he’d be wearing. The tighty whities fit Nathan’s penis like a glove.
Nathan started breathing heavily, and he didn’t seem to want to stop her. His cock was large and impressive. She imagined it was eight inches, maybe nine. It was fully erect and pointing diagonally.
She wrapped her mouth around it. The penis tasted salty.
She hadn’t gone down on her husband since her thirties, and now she remembered why. She didn’t particularly like giving blowjobs, even to heartthrobs. 
Vivien jerked him off for a couple of minutes, and then stood up and pulled off her dress. She tried to let her body insecurities fall to the wayside. She knew she would get what she wanted from this young man tonight, one way or another. 
She lay down on the bed, her feet dangling off the side. “Come here.”
Nathan crawled to her on his knees and looked down at her face.
“Kiss me,” she said.
The servant obeyed and kissed her on the lips.
“Now,” Vivien ordered, “kiss me down there.”
She pointed toward her legs. His eyes darted down in that general area. He looked naïve, as if he had never seen a vagina before. She liked that.
“Go slowly,” she said.
He gently pulled her black underwear off and dropped them to the side of the bed. 
“I’m ready,” she said, as if she were the one getting devirginized.
“OK,” he said in a quiet tone.
He started to kiss her thighs. He brought his right hand down, spreading her legs apart. He moved his mouth closer to her special place, a shark moving in on his victim.
Vivien was already turned on, even though he was barely touching her.
“Oh my God…” she said. “Oh God, oh my God…”
His finger brushed through her pubic hair as he opened his mouth wide and started to touch his tongue against her flesh.
“Oh my God… Nathan…” She ran her hands through his hair and started biting down on her bottom lip. “Oh my God oh my God oh my—” 
“I can’t.”
Nathan stood up, grabbed his underwear off the floor, and started crying. He managed to put on all of his clothes before she could even try to get a word in. 
She sat up in the bed. Her disappointment turned to guilt as she watched the tears violently streaming down his face.
Vivien turned to the wall, not bearing to look him in the eye. She tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry. “Do you need me to give you a ride to your car?”
She turned back. The bedroom door was open. He was already gone. 
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“How young are they gonna be?” Lila asked.
“Young enough.”
“I need an exact age. I need to know that I might have a shot with some of these guys.”
“But you have Walter,” Vivien said.
“How many times do I need to tell you that Walter and I have an open relationship?”
Vivien did a double take. “Wait, really?”
Lila laughed and pointed her finger at Vivien. “I got you. I got you so bad. No, I’m only kidding. I mean, I’m partly kidding.”
“What are you guys talking about?” Gavin asked from the back seat of the car.
“Nothing, honey,” Vivien said. “Just girl talk.”
“Oh,” he said, promptly putting his headphones back on and switching over to some hardcore rap music Vivien could hear from the front of the car.
Vivien’s hands tightened around the steering wheel. She had a rough, tougher look today, with her hair curlier than usual, and dark red lipstick smothered over her lips. She looked like the younger, hipper sister of Vivien Slate who didn’t exist in the real world. 
She pulled the car up to Gavin’s school. She turned to see her son not paying attention, his eyes closed, listening to his music. Lila was similarly in her own little world, applying make-up for the fortieth time this morning to her frightened cheeks. 
“Gavin? We’re here.”
He didn’t respond. 
“Gavin!”
She finally got his attention. He smiled at her, instantly warming Vivien’s heart and making her forget the harsh denial she had received from Mr. LeMille less than forty-eight hours ago. 
Vivien stepped out of the car and grabbed Gavin’s backpack. He slammed his door and gave his mother the biggest hug of the year. 
“Happy birthday, Mom.”
“Thank you, sweetheart.”
“Are we doing anything tonight?”
“Lila’s putting together a little party for me,” she said. “I think she’s gonna have some people over. You can bring Kendyll if you want.”
“Nah, that’s OK,” he said. “She broke up with me.”
Vivien’s calmness quickly shifted into madness. “WHAT!” 
“Yeah, yesterday. She said she didn’t want to be tied down with just one guy.”
“That bitch!”  
“No, Mom, it’s fine.”
“What’s her first class of the day? I’m gonna have a little chat with that girl…” Vivien started marching toward the school.  
“MOM! STOP!”  
Gavin grabbed her by the arm and held her back as if he were the parent in this scenario. 
Vivien got down on her knees and held her son close to her. “Forget about her, sweetie,” she said. “You can do so much better. So much better it’s ridiculous.”
“Thanks. Have a good day, Mom.”
“You too, sweetheart.” 
Vivien watched her son walk inside the school doors, and she wondered if she had ever felt more love for another person than she did in this moment. 
She got back in the car to find Lila applying more eye make-up. 
“That was cute,” Lila said. “So how old are you today, again?”
“Don’t you fucking say a word.”
“It’s the sad truth of life, Viv. You get older. You get uglier. You die. And you’re forgotten. Unless you’re me, of course.”  
Lila turned to Vivien and flashed an ingratiating smile. Vivien wanted to punch her teeth with her fist.  
---
Per the usual, more than a dozen hunks were sitting in the waiting room. As the two women stepped inside, Vivien carrying three heavy bags and Lila carrying none, the young men all turned to Vivien and started clapping.
“What’s going on?” Vivien asked.
She turned around to see Brandon holding a birthday cake, complete with forty-five lit candles, with Alyson walking next to him clapping her heart out.
“Happy birthday to you,” they all started singing, and Vivien found herself trapped from every side, unable to run away. 
She glared at Brandon as he and the others finished the annoying birthday song and placed the chocolate cake on the desk that held the day’s sign-in sheet.
“Thank you, everyone,” Vivien said, trying her best to smile. “I won’t dare tell any of you how old I turn today, but thank you so much for thinking of me.”
Brandon gave Vivien a long, wet kiss on the cheek. “No need to guess, V. It says so on the cake!” 
She took a step forward and looked down. Above the candles was the number forty-five written in red frosting. 
“You little shit,” she said, menacingly. “You fucking little piece of shit. I’m gonna kill you!” 
“What’d I do?” Brandon asked, walking backward to avoid her wrath. 
Vivien could hardly catch her breath, she was so furious. Lila tried to calm her down. “Who’s gonna help Vivien blow out the candles?” Nobody offered. 
Vivien stopped herself from stabbing Brandon with the cutting knife by marching up to the cake, blowing out the candles, and storming over to her private office. 
“Happy birthday to me,” she said and closed the door behind her. 
Brandon motioned for everyone to clap, but he only got Lila and Alyson to make any noise. 
He followed Vivien into her office. She already had her laptop open, checking e-mails, going about her daily routines.
“How many actors are confirmed today?” she asked. 
“I didn’t confirm too many,” Brandon said, trying to be nice to her. “I mean, I don’t want you working too hard on your birthday.”
She turned around and crossed her legs, looking as if she were going to take one of them and strike Brandon across the forehead. “What the hell were you thinking putting my real age on the birthday cake? I mean, really, what the fuck, Brandon?”
“What?” 
“The point of all this is to find a younger guy to like me, someone who finds me attractive. Nobody’s gonna want to have sex with me if they know I’m forty-five!”  
“WILL YOU STOP YOUR WHINING!” Brandon took a step forward and towered over her. “So you just turned forty-five… big fucking deal! You’re stunning, V. Absolutely stunning. Any one of those guys out there would be lucky to have you. I know things didn’t go well with that Nathan kid the other night. I say, to hell with him. You have an opportunity today to meet the guy of your dreams. So stop feeling sorry for yourself and go make something happen!” 
She didn’t take her eyes off him. She smiled. “You’ve been preparing that speech all morning, haven’t you?” 
He grinned and shook his head. “Here.”
He handed her a birthday card, along with a plate of homemade oatmeal raisin cookies. 
“Aww, thank you, honey.” She didn’t call Brandon ‘honey’ often, but saccharine moments like these called for it. “Now I can be a middle-aged fat pig. These guys are gonna be clamoring over me now, especially when I’m a hundred pounds overweight, shoving all these cookies into my enormous mouth.” 
Brandon ignored her comment and pulled from his side a framed poster. Vivien could only see it from the back.
“What’s this?”
“This is your last gift, I promise.”
“Brandon… my God, you didn’t have to get me anything.” 
“I wanted to,” he said. “You’ve been so good to me these last couple of years. I wanted to show you a little love today to say thanks… you know… for everything.” 
She smiled at him. This time, it was genuine. “What is it? Turn it over.”
Brandon turned the poster around to reveal the image of Vivien’s favorite movie star, who also happened to be the only famous actress with her name, same spelling and all. The image was from the actress’s Academy-Award winning turn in A Streetcar Named Desire.
“It’s beautiful, Brandon. Just beautiful. I’ve never seen this picture of her before.”
Brandon got down on his knees. “I know last year I got you the poster with that famous image of her smiling in Gone With the Wind, so this year I wanted to get you an image of her from Streetcar. This is rare and hard to find. There were a lot of posters on the Internet of the movie itself, but very few with just her and her alone.”
The poster was luminous. Vivien Leigh was standing with her back against a wall, her left hand holding a cigarette, and her right hand pressed against her heart. 
“Thank you, Brandon. It’s wonderful.” She stood up and gave Brandon a big hug. “You’re a good kid. I’ll be sad the day I see you go.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere for a while.”
---
Session number three was set to begin. Alyson was frantically printing out the last of the headshots, and Brandon was rewinding the mini DV tapes.
The time it took from setting up actors to having them arrive for a session had rarely been this quick. Vivien would typically have Brandon set up actors at least three days in advance, but yesterday, she had given Brandon just one whole day to set up actors and get confirmations. This crazy fast turnaround was similar in structure to television casting, which Vivien had never participated in, only having heard from casting friends that it was a job from Hell. 
She looked at Brandon, who appeared to be in a tranquil state, despite the sweat dripping from his forehead and underarms. “Are we ready?”
“Yes,” he said. “Just two seconds.”
Vivien sat back in her chair and flipped through the session sheet to see that there were ninety actors confirmed to audition today, fewer than the last session. According to Brandon, it was her birthday, so therefore she shouldn’t have to work too hard. In reality Vivien wanted to do nothing but work today to forget about the fact that she was one year closer to the inevitable end. 
She turned to Lila, who was looking over the scene. “How are you doing over there?”
“What can I say,” Lila said. “I’m excited to read with all these little stud muffins. I’m particularly happy that I get to play a girl in her twenties today. I get to play how I feel.”
The scenes for the first two sessions had been monologues; therefore, a reader hadn’t been required. Today’s scene took place between the twenty-nine-year-old Phil and his fiancée Erin. Vivien had needed a reader, and she knew under the questionable circumstances surrounding the project that Lila was the perfect person to go to. She had tried to avoid the elephant in the room, but she did ultimately tell Lila the nature of the movie. Lila didn’t question her morals one bit. “I’m just mad I didn’t think of such a thing years ago,” was pretty much all she had to say about it.
“OK,” Brandon said. “We ready for the first one?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Lila said.
 “I was actually taking to Vivien.”
Lila gave the kid a death glare. She turned to Vivien and put her arms out in the air. “Am I allowed to slap your assistants? Is that legal?”
“I’m her associate,” Brandon corrected her. 
“More like ass-ociate,” Lila chuckled.
Nobody laughed.
The first few hours of the session went by smoothly. Lila had already managed to touch the ass of five of the young actors, including one who seemed to delight in her butt grabbing.  
A few minutes after two o’clock, the man she had been waiting for finally arrived. He was running late, and he asked for a moment in the hallway to prepare. Normally Vivien didn’t allow these kinds of shenanigans, but today, she would’ve allowed him to run five laps around the building if it’d help him with his audition. 
Plus his sweat stains would give me a better look at his chest, she thought.  
Jonathan Korlajarean appeared wearing a tight, black collared shirt and a pair of dark blue jeans. His hair was slicked back, and his face looked even more chiseled than before.
He nodded to Vivien. “Hello again.”
“Hello, my dear. How are you?”
“Great. I saw the cake in the waiting room. Was that for you?”
She wanted to lie but ended up saying: “It was indeed.”  
Jonathan gave Vivien a quick one-over. “You must be the most beautiful forty-five-year-old woman in the world.”
Vivien couldn’t help but blush. “Well, thank you, Jonathan. That’s very sweet of you to say.” 
“Hi Jonathan,” Lila said, waving flirtatiously. “I’m Lila. I’ll be reading with you.” 
Before Vivien could stop her, Lila got up out of her chair and shook Jonathan’s hand. When he turned around, she pinched his butt. He didn’t notice.
My God, she’s worse than I am. 
“All right,” Lila said. “So we’ll start at the top of page one and go to the bottom of page four.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Jonathan said. He turned to Brandon. “Need me to slate or anything?”
“Yes, please.”
The actor looked at the camera. “Hello. My name is Jonathan Korlajarean.”
Lila cleared her throat and started the scene. “I was wondering if I should invite my dad to the wedding.”
Jonathan bit down on his lower lip and looked questionably at Lila, clearly trying to find his place in the scene. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said, reading off his script, using a distracting American accent. “I think your dad’s only going to cause trouble. We don’t want trouble on our big day, do we?”
“But he’s my father, Phil. What am I supposed to do?”
“Here’s what you do,” Jonathan said, getting down on his knees and leaning into Lila. 
Vivien listened to the rest of the scene with her arms crossed and her gaze focused on Jonathan’s face. It was a timeless visage, one so gorgeous she wanted to cry. She was prepared to run over and jump him right then and there, but she knew Lila would get jealous and start a girl-on-girl fight. 
Jonathan is mine, all mine.
The two actors finished the scene by sharing a brief kiss on the lips. It was something that seemed natural and unplanned. Lila looked to be a little schoolgirl again, in a daze she would never want to come out of. Jonathan stood up and nodded at Vivien.
“Nice work,” Vivien said. “Excellent.”
“Thank you,” he said. He folded up his scene and took a step back, waiting for somebody to say something. “Is that all you need?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Great. Thanks so much. And Ms. Slate, again, happy birthday.”
“Thank you.”
Jonathan grabbed his bag in the corner of the room. 
As he started opening the door, Vivien stood up. “Jonathan?”
He held the door open. Vivien could see at least ten more actors in the waiting room. Alyson, as always, looked frantic on the phone.
“Jonathan, close the door.”
He shut the door and took a step forward, confused, as if he had beat out the main competition but still had a bonus round to conquer. “Yes?”
“I had a question.”
“Yeah? What’s that?” 
Vivien smiled big. “What are you doing tonight?”
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The party started at seven, but nobody showed until nine. Despite the abundance of people a few years older than Vivien, everybody was in the mood to party late into Saturday morning. Vivien didn’t care if the party were to go on until Monday, as long as it meant she could rub shoulders and other body parts with a certain exotic gentleman from Spain.
She changed into a charmingly low-cut pink and yellow dress, and put her hair up after days of letting it drop below her shoulders. If this guy wanted to mack on her neck, she wanted to make it as easy for him as possible. 
By 9:30 she could hear the growing of chitchat from the living room. When she stumbled in, the guests, many of whom were good friends of Lila’s, ambushed her like a group of non-union actors desperately looking for jobs.
“Hello everyone,” Vivien said. “Thank you for coming.”  
She found Gavin standing near the appetizers in the kitchen, feeding his dog Buster some shrimp cocktail. Gavin looked bored eating the carrots and moved on to the water crackers.
“Hey you,” she said. “Any of your friends coming over?”
“Nah,” he said, sulking. “They didn’t want to hang out with old people.”
“When you say old, how old do you mean?”
“Like fifty and up.”
“Good boy.”
She started playing with Gavin’s curly hair. “Guess what? I have some exciting news for you.” Vivien sat in one of the chairs and took his hand. “I didn’t want to tell you this 'til Monday, because it’s not official yet. But I got a call from your agent today, and it looks like you’re going straight to callbacks for the next Garry Marshall movie.”
“Oh?” He didn’t look as excited as she hoped.
“Yeah. It’s a role in another of those ensemble movies he likes to do. There’s a part for a fourteen-year-old boy that the casting director wants you to read for.”
“Cool.” 
“There’s just one problem.”
“What’s that?”
“The character’s written as black.”
Gavin shrugged. “I can play black. Robert Downey Jr, hello!”
Vivien laughed and patted her son’s head. “So yeah, we’ll know Monday if they’re gonna change the ethnicity or whatever. I’ll let you know.”
“Great. Thanks, Mom.”
“Thank Sarah,” she said. “She’s a damn good agent.”
“Yes, she is.” Gavin continued petting his dog.
Vivien peered down at the dog. “You love that little mutt, don’t you?”
Gavin kissed Buster on the top of his head and nodded. “Yeah, he’s the best dog ever. He’s the one getting me through my break-up with Kendyll.”
“Awww, sweetie…” she said and put her right arm around him for a half-hug.
Then the doorbell rang. 
“All right mister, try to have some fun tonight,” she said, already making her way to the front door. 
Lila brought in two new guests. Vivien was happy to see some people younger than forty, but neither of these guys was whom she was looking for.
“Brandon, you didn’t have to come to this,” she said, giving him a hug. 
“I wanted to,” he said, handing her a bottle of pinot noir.
“Oh my God! Stop giving me gifts! You are too much!”
Brandon laughed and turned to his left. “V, this is Derek.”
“Oh, hi,” Vivien said and put her hand out for the Asian boy to shake it. He did. The kid looked no older than sixteen. “Please, make yourself at home. There’s food in the kitchen and drinks in the fridge.”
“Cool, thanks,” Brandon said. “This is a really nice place.”
“Yeah, too nice,” she said. “I haven’t exactly been itching to get out of here. My husband should cheat on me more often, right?” Derek and especially Brandon looked taken aback by her comment. Vivien forced a smile and changed the subject. “So how long have you two been dating?”
Brandon grinned at the shy boyfriend. “Uhh, let’s see now. Four months, I’d say?”
“Five months, actually,” Derek corrected him.
“Five months? Wow. It’s gone by in a blur.”
And then Vivien saw something she had never seen up close before. She saw Brandon give Derek a tender kiss on the lips. She didn’t know what to think of it at first, but, happily, the gesture didn’t bother her. 
“You two are so cute,” she said. “I mean, seriously, adorable.” 
Ten o’clock rolled around and there was still no sign of her boy. She wasn’t feeling a whole lot of confidence, but she knew if he showed up, she would do everything in her power to bed the international stud before the clock struck midnight.  
The doorbell rang again and two women who looked close to sixty charged in, giving Lila a pair of hugs.
“Did you two bring anything for Viv?” she heard Lila say from afar.
One of the women responded. “Why yes, we brought her a couple of gifts, actually. They’re heavy, and a young man was kind enough to bring them in for us.”
Young man? 
“Oh, come in!” Lila shouted. “Come in!”
Jonathan stumbled in with two large bags and dropped them on the hardwood floor. 
“Can I take your jacket?” Lila asked.
“Thank you,” he said. 
He didn’t see Vivien at first. She looked at him from the adjacent room, standing mostly hidden in a doorway. He had a more casual look about him tonight, wearing a simple white t-shirt with his jeans. She was salivating at the mouth. He looked good enough to eat.
She turned away for only a moment, when she heard his voice coming toward her. “Ms. Slate? Is that you?”
She turned to him to see he had noticed her from the entrance hallway. Embarrassed just standing there all by herself, she started laughing and making dramatic hand gestures as if she were talking to somebody. “Excuse me,” she said to nobody as she walked over to greet him. 
She gave him a big bear of a hug, enabling her to feel every nook and cranny of his upper body. She didn’t want to let him go. 
“How many times do I need to tell you? Call me Vivien.”
“Vivien?”
“Yes?”
“I can’t breathe.”
She let him go and promptly apologized. “Sorry. Let’s just say that I’ve had a bit too much to drink tonight.”
She actually hadn’t sipped an ounce of alcohol yet, but she knew it was time to have some fun.  
I need to liquor this kid up, pronto. 
“Jonathan. Kitchen. Drinks. Now.”
She took hold of his right hand and brought him into the kitchen. She poured him a glass of Brandon’s pinot noir and watched him wash it down like water.
“Thanks,” he said. “I love pinot.”
“Me too. Here, have another.” She poured him another glass. 
“Thank you.” He took another sip and studied the guests around him. “So are these all friends of yours?”
Vivien backed up against the kitchen island that has recently been nicknamed the masturbatory oasis. “I know some of them. A couple of these people I’ve never seen before in my life. It’s mostly friends of my buddy Lila.”
“But it’s your birthday.”
“I don’t have a lot of friends, Jonathan.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well instead of spending time with people, I work, and then I work some more.”
“Must get kind of lonely.”
“Never. I have my little boy. He’s all I need.”
She could see Gavin across the way getting smothered by some of the older ladies. He displayed the fakest of smiles, making his mother proud.  
“Is he your only child?”
Vivien laughed. “Oh yes, double yes. I never wanted kids. I love Gavin to death, but I made it firm with my husband that was it. No more.”
“You couldn’t see yourself with a little girl or something?”  
“If I had another kid right now, I would kill myself. Seriously. Besides, I’m old enough to be a grandmother.”
Jonathan nodded, seemingly in agreement, but then he said, “You’d be a hot grandmother.”
Vivien smiled and downed the rest of her wine. “I like the way you think.” 
She moved closer to Jonathan and smiled. She didn’t realize until now just how tall he was. She had liked Nathan all right, but Nathan had been no taller than she. Jonathan had an intimidating height that made her think his wee-wee had to be even bigger than Nathan’s eight-incher. 
“Who’s that?” Jonathan asked, pointing to the other side of the kitchen.
Vivien looked to her left to see Brandon chatting up his boyfriend. “Oh, that’s my associate. Do you remember? He was in the audition room today.”
“No, not him. That guy next to him.”
“Oh. That’s his boyfriend, Derek. A bit on the young side, don’t you think? The kid’s only nineteen.”
“Age is relative,” Jonathan said. 
“I like the way you think, mister.” Vivien brushed her hand against his chest. “Listen. You’ve gotta try this.”
She reached her hand past the wine bottle to pull toward her a plate of chocolate-dipped strawberries. She brought one up to Jonathan’s mouth. He smiled and went in to bite it. But Vivien wouldn’t let him. She bit into it herself, teasing him. 
“Oh, it’s so good,” she said.
He crossed his arms and smiled. “You gonna let me try it or what?”
“Only if you ask nicely.”
“Please?” She brought the strawberry up to his mouth and watched in awe as his sensual lips covered the piece of fruit like he was practicing fellatio. “Oh, that’s incredible.”
“Isn’t it? It’s that really good dark Belgian chocolate, which I’ve heard is pretty healthy.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, “nothing that tastes that good can be healthy.” 
“You never know,” Vivien said, taking another step closer to him. “Sometimes things that don’t seem healthy can be the best thing for you.”
She put her hand on his side, and for the first time, she saw a little bit of resistance.
“You want a tour of the house?” Vivien asked.
“Uhh, sure.” 
She pretended to show Jonathan the living room and dining room but really was just wasting time so that it wouldn’t be too obvious when she gave him a thorough inspection of her bedroom.
“Here we are,” she said, stepping into her kingdom of love. “This is where I spend my evenings and rough early mornings.” She laughed and sat on her bed. 
“Nice room you got here,” he said. 
“Yeah, Lila takes good care of me.”
Jonathan put his hands in his pockets and remained standing. Just like she had done for Nathan two nights ago, she patted her hand on the bed for him to come sit down.
“Oh, I’m fine,” he said.
“No. Please sit.”
“I’d prefer to stand.”
Vivien was distressed by his refusal. She got up and pushed him down on the bed.

“Feel it,” she said. “Isn’t it soft?” 
“It’s nice.”
“Nice? It’s amazing. I hit this bed at night and in two minutes, I’m out.”
“I imagine you would be,” he said. He seemed to just now be catching on to Vivien’s mission, and, unlike Nathan, he didn’t seem to want to be seduced.
“How old are you, Jonathan?”
“I just turned thirty.” 
“Thirty? Really?”
“Yeah.”
“You still look like a baby.”
“Oh, thanks,” he said. “You, too. I guess we both have good genes.”
“No, honey, my genes are fine. Your genes are incredible.”
Vivien put her hands on Jonathan’s right, muscular arm. She squeezed it, gently, and felt a power to it that instantly made her want to jump the guy’s bones.
Jonathan looked uncomfortable, but he clearly wasn’t stopping her. She turned to look at his face. His head was turned away.
“Thanks for coming tonight,” she said.
“Yes, of course. Should we go back to the party?”
“I don’t think so.”
She was five seconds away from making her move when she heard Buster start barking in Gavin’s room. She tried to ignore it, but the dog wouldn’t stop. 
“Gavin!” Vivien shouted. “Gavin, what’s wrong with the dog!”
“Is that your dog?” Jonathan asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “Wait here a moment.”
Vivien was pissed. She had never wanted that damn dog in the first place, and now it was preventing her from getting a giant cock smashed between her thighs.
“Gavin?”
She turned into his bedroom to see Brandon cowering in the corner. He looked prepared to piss his pants. He had a beer in his hand, and he was trying to move around Buster. Gavin, nor Brandon’s little Asian boyfriend, was in sight.
“Buster! Get off him!”
Buster turned to Vivien, not moving.
“Bad boy!” Vivien shouted. She slapped her dog on the butt, and he sauntered out of the room as if he owned the place. Vivien turned to Brandon. “I’m so sorry. I’ve never seen Buster do that to anybody. He’s usually so friendly.”
“Yeah, I think I might have been cursed at one time or another. I don’t know if it’s my appearance or scent or what, but all dogs hate me.”
 “Where’s your boyfriend?” she asked, changing the subject. “What’s his name, again?”
“Derek.”
“Yes, Derek.”
“I’m gonna go look for him” 
“You do that.”
She watched Brandon walk down the hallway. She calmly laughed to herself as Buster started barking at him again, this time jumping up on his stomach. Gavin appeared and pulled the dog into another room.
Vivien turned back to her bedroom to see that the door was closed shut.
Didn’t I leave it open? 
She put her ear to the door. She could hear the mattress making a semi-loud squeaking noise.  
She started opening the door. She did it slowly and quietly. If she hadn’t, she might’ve missed the sad sight in front of her.
Jonathan had his tongue buried deep in Derek’s mouth.
Oh no. 
Noooooooo.
Vivien’s jaw dropped, but she didn’t make any noise. The thirty-year-old and the nineteen-year-old were kissing on the bed, turned in such a way that neither could see Vivien standing in the doorway.
Before she had time to stop him, Brandon stumbled into her. “Is he in here?”
Derek instantly pulled away from Jonathan, but it was too late.
“Oh my God!” Brandon went from being a straight acting gay to the biggest femme in La La Land. He started crying. “Oh my God! You little bitch! How could you!” 
“It meant nothing!” Derek shouted. “It was nothing!”
“You have broken my heart!” 
Brandon started running toward the front door, tears in his eyes, while Derek chased after him. “Brandon! Wait!”
Vivien turned back to the model gorgeous guy in front of her, who she had assumed from the beginning was straight as an arrow.  
“These sheets are smooth,” he said, making himself more comfortable on the bed. 
What a disappointment. 
Vivien walked up to Jonathan and punched him in the face. 
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As Vivien tiptoed toward her bedroom a little after 2:00 A.M., about an hour after the last of the party guests had departed, a loud knock at the front door startled her. 
Who the hell could that be?  
She meant to just keep walking but noticed that neither Lila nor Walter was answering the door. As she walked down the long hallway, she imagined herself a victim of a slasher movie. There were no lights on, and it was so quiet that she could hear the scuffling of footsteps outside. 
As she reached the front door, she heard the ignition of a car turning on in the driveway. Opening the door didn’t help matters visually, as she didn’t get a good look at the car driving off. She peered to her left and right and breathed a sigh of relief that no knife, claw, or sharp toothpick was headed her way.
She started to close the door when something on the ground caught her attention. She leaned down and grabbed hold of a simple white card. Her first initial—V—was the only letter written on the front.
Vivien put her back to the front door and looked around one last time to make sure nobody was watching her. She ripped the envelope open to see a birthday card, colorful balloons lining the sides. She opened the card to see only five little words on the inside written in black marker.  
HAPPY BIRTHDAY. I MISS YOU. 
She turned back to the street, knowing full well who left it. 
Fucking coward.
She closed the door behind her and ran like a drunken peacock into her bedroom. She picked up her phone and dialed. 
She waited through five agonizing rings before she could leave a voice-mail. “Hi Patrick. It’s your wife. I’m a little bit fucking upset right now. You never called me. You couldn’t even text me. But you leave this cheap, stupid birthday card on the front porch and don’t even bother to stay and chat with me for a minute? You are a fucking coward, you hear me? I hope you die.”
She threw the phone across the room. She buried her head in one of her pillows and didn’t surface for air until Saturday afternoon. 
---
The weekend ended before it began, and Vivien never heard from Patrick. 
Pulling up to her work building, she checked her phone to see she had a text message. It wasn’t from Patrick. No messages that day would come from Patrick. The text was from Alyson, asking Vivien what time she wanted to start the next session. 
She made sure Alyson and Brandon set up as many actors as possible for Tuesday’s session for The Men. This would mark session number four.
Two more to go. I better find someone.
Tuesday’s session was going to feature actors playing the thirty-four-year-old, so naturally, considering his disinterest in men over the age of six, Brandon was setting up this session slower than ever.  
“How many do we have set up so far?” Vivien asked after taking a quick lunch.
“Ten,” Brandon said. 
“TEN?” The shrillness in her voice echoed through the entire building. 
Brandon was unfazed. He pouted and turned back to his laptop.
“I’ve set up close to fifty,” Alyson said, but Vivien didn’t bother responding to her.
“Brandon? Are you OK?”
He didn’t answer. He kept staring forward.
“Brandon?”
She could see tears forming in his eyes. “I have to use the restroom,” he said before excusing himself from the office. Vivien didn’t want to follow him, but the kid had been really good to her lately. She knew he needed a friend right now. 
She stood outside the men’s bathroom, where she could hear Brandon sobbing inside. She knocked on the door. “Brandon?”
“Who’s there?” he asked, as if he didn’t recognize her voice.
“Brandon, if you need to talk, trust me, I know what you’re going through.”
Brandon kicked the door open, nearly slamming it in Vivien’s face. He paced the hallway for a minute, and then slumped down to the ground. His hands were shaking. “Oh my God,” he said. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
Vivien followed his lead and sat down on the gross marble hardwood floor. “Talk to me.”
“This sucks! This sucks so much!” His eyes were bright red.
“I know, honey. Break-ups are awful. They rip you apart from the inside-out.”
He turned to Vivien. “What’s wrong with me? What’s so wrong with me that I can’t keep a boyfriend for more than a few months? I’m not a horrible person, am I?” 
“Of course not,” she said. “Brandon, you are one of the handsomest, sweetest, most caring people I’ve ever met. Before you, I couldn’t keep an assistant or associate for more than a few weeks. You wanna know why? Because they all gave me fifty percent.”
Brandon put his hands over his face and continued to cry.
“You, on the other hand, always give me a hundred and fifty percent,” she continued. “You’re a great man. I know it’s difficult to think right now, but you will find the right guy soon enough, and you will be happy.”
“Derek was perfect, V. He was so perfect.”
“He was nineteen! He was a child!”  
Vivien stood up and put her back to the wall. She glared down at him. “Brandon, I’m sorry to break it to you. But you really should be with someone your own age. Going after the young ones will leave you forever heartbroken, it will.”
“Oh yeah? You’re one to talk, Miss Cougar.” 
“Hey, that’s not fair. What I’m doing is different.”
“Different in what way?” Brandon asked. “We all want someone younger, someone cuter, someone more exciting. It’s human nature. We don’t want to get older. Getting older sucks!”
“Yeah, says the twenty-seven-year-old. Try turning forty-five. Half my life is over!”
He stood up and leaned against her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Who am I to sit here and complain about my relationship problems, anyway? Your marriage is coming to an end. I should be the one comforting you.”
“I’m OK. I’ve got a lot of years on you. I can be really strong when I need to be.”
Brandon nodded. “You amaze me, V. I think any woman in your situation would just lock herself in a room and cry for weeks on end. The fact that you’re still able to go to work and take care of your kid and function, well, it’s remarkable.”
She grabbed him by both shoulders. They locked eyes, and she realized for the first time something she had never thought to herself before.
I love this kid as if he were my own.
She tried to shake the thought, but it wouldn’t leave her head the rest of the day. Brandon had worked for her for two years, and whether she wanted to admit or not, the stubborn faggot was part of her family.
“You forget, Brandon,” she said. “You forget about The Men. You forget about your amazing script, this great project of ours that’s letting me forget all about Patrick and instead search for the new guy that’s going to change my life forever.”
“Yeah,” he said with a frown. “I’m sorry, V. I’m sorry it hasn’t worked out so far.”
“Yeah, well, I didn’t really expect it to yet. Could you really see me with a guy in his twenties?” She started rubbing his hair. It was the longest she’d ever seen it since Brandon started working for her. “Like I said, the younger the guys, the less stable, the more stupid. I’m excited for the thirty-year-olds. Who knows? I might get lucky.”
“Thirty year olds? Ugh. Have fun.” 
“Are you serious?” she asked. “You’re twenty-seven. The thought of guys in their thirties grosses you out?” 
“I might as well date my grandfather,” he said, proudly. 
Vivien shook her head. “Fine. Whatever. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
“I should get back,” he said. “Make sure Alyson isn’t accidentally bringing nineteen-year-olds to the session tomorrow.”
“Tell me she isn’t.” A look of panic hit Vivien’s face. 
“Only kidding,” he said. “Don’t worry, V. I’m making it my goal to get you some action this week.”
“And if you don’t?”
“If I don’t?” He pondered the thought. “How about, if I don’t, I’ll swear off young guys forever.”
“Oh yeah? How young is young?” 
“Fifteen and under.”  
She gave him a death glare. 
“All right, fine,” he said. “I won’t date younger than twenty-one. OK? Take it or leave it.”
“I’ll take it,” she said, grasping the boy’s left arm with all her might. “I think we’ve made some progress.”
---
On Tuesday morning Vivien looked outside her bathroom window to see that for the first time in months, clouds were descending upon the typically sunny Los Angeles.
She had just checked in with Brandon, who promised that seventy actors were coming in today to read for the role of Atticus, the thirty-four-year-old character in his script who, oddly enough, cheats on his wife. Brandon picked a monologue for the actor to read that thankfully had nothing to do with marital problems, so she wouldn’t have to sit in her chair miserable all day unable to keep Patrick off her mind.
She looked inside Gavin’s bedroom to see that it was a mess. Lila had been kind enough to give him a car ride earlier in the morning so that she could have more time to get ready for the session. Lila had been really good to Vivien these last few weeks. She owed her a lot. 
She grabbed her bag and her session book from the kitchen table. She surveyed the room one last time to make sure she had everything. She looked down to see Buster walk into the room. He seemed to be smiling at her. 
She kneeled down and rubbed his belly for a short minute. “You be a good boy, now.” 
She grabbed her keys and made her way out the door. 
The walk to her car seemed normal at first. The air was cold, and the wind was starting to pick up. She saw a man jogging in the distance with a sweatshirt and baggy sweats on.
It’s not that cold, idiot.
“Hi Vivien.”
She dropped her session book on the ground and barely caught hold of her bag. She grabbed her can of mace and turned to her right.
Patrick stood in front of her with a coat on, as if he, like the jogger in the distance, would suffer from hypothermia if the temperature dropped below sixty.
Vivien didn’t know what to say at first. She stood still, shaking, like she’d just been tasered. 
“I want a divorce,” he said.
He took a step back and looked like he was already finished with the conversation, even though Vivien hadn’t yet said a word. 
Finally, she opened her mouth. “What did you just say to me?” 
“I’m sorry.”
“You don’t call me. You don’t text me. You don’t even try to get a hold of your son. And you show up after what you’ve put me through and tell me this?”
“I’m sorry. You and I both know this was a long time coming.”
“What are you talking about?”
He looked at the ground, and then back up at her. She could tell it was hard for him to look her in the eyes.
“Wendy and I. Well, there’s no easy way to say this. We’re in love.”
Vivien thought she was going to faint. She grabbed hold of her driver’s side mirror and made sure not to break it off.
“You’re in love?”
“Yes.”
“And her name’s fucking Wendy?”
“I think I secretly hoped you would find us together that day. Who was I kidding? Of course you would. I think I did it on purpose, you know, so I could finally move on with my life.” He looked at his car, briefly, and then turned back to Vivien. “I’m getting the papers together. I’ll have them ready by the end of the weekend.”
“You love her?”
Vivien couldn’t stop the tears from welling up in her eyes. 
“I’m here because we need to talk about our son,” he said. “He’s just as much my kid as he is yours. We need to figure out my visitation rights.”
Vivien took a step forward, not to address his concern about Gavin, but to swing at Patrick with her heavy bag as hard as she possibly could. She slammed it against his left shoulder with as much force as that baseball bat from their first violent encounter. 
“OWWW!” He grabbed his pained shoulder as she tackled him to the ground like an enraged football player.
Vivien would’ve swung her bag at him for the rest of the day if she could. “You fucking coward! You bastard! I hope you die in Hell!”
“Get off me! Get the hell off me!”  
Patrick shoved his wife to the side and jumped up to his feet, brushing the grass off his jeans. “You have gone off the deep end, Vivien. I’m not showing my face in front of you from now on without my lawyer.”
She wanted to spit in his face, but he was too far away. “I hope you and that little bitch Wendy have a happy life together.” 
“We will.”
“I just have one question,” Vivien asked, as he started walking away from her.
“Yeah?” he asked, turning around. “What’s that?”
“Why did you leave me that birthday card if you felt this way?”  
He laughed. He finally looked at her in the eyes, even though he seemed to be looking right through them. “Vivien, I never left you any birthday card.”
The statement felt like truth. “That wasn’t you?” 
“No,” he confirmed. “No, I didn’t leave you any card congratulating you on turning forty-five. There shouldn’t be anything happy about you turning forty-five. Face it, Vivien. You are stressed and volatile, and you look old, really fucking old. No man is ever gonna want you, and you are going to die alone.”
By the time she was unleashing a second round of “bastard,” “shithead,” and “vindictive motherfucker,” Patrick was already on the other side of the front yard sliding into his Toyota Subaru. She couldn’t be sure, but she swore she could see a young woman sitting in the passenger seat as he drove off.
She threw her bag into the air and fell to the lawn with the dramatics of someone having a heart attack. When the sprinklers started up a minute later, Vivien imagined that no image could have been more fitting. She also couldn’t decide what was letting out more water—the sprinklers or her tear ducts.
She threw her bag, binder, and phone in her car and jetted back into the house, where she crashed against her bed, buried her head under a pillow, and cried herself to sleep.  
It wasn’t until late afternoon when she wandered to her car like a zombie and started checking messages on her phone that the thought of her absence in the office even entered her mind. There were nearly twenty missed calls from Brandon, and almost as many from Alyson.
She had completely forgotten about the day’s casting session. 

-36-
“You got the audition.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
Vivien sat down on Gavin’s bed late Tuesday evening. She was wearing an over-sized white t-shirt, with sagging pink sweats that looked like something from the 1980’s. She started reading through the scenes for Gavin’s audition, hoping he would join her. He didn’t.
“What are you working on?”
“Just some homework,” he said. “We have to write another story for my creative writing class.”
“Oh. That sounds fun. You like that class, don’t you?”
“Yeah, it’s my favorite one this year.” 
“Remember, next year, you’ll finally get to take Beginning Acting as a freshman. I don’t know why your middle school doesn’t offer any theatre classes. It’s really stupid, I think, especially given the city we live in.” 
Gavin turned around in his chair. He didn’t appear to have listened to a single word she said.
“Are those the scenes?” he asked.
“Yes.” She gave him a copy. “So here’s the deal. It’s four scenes total. You are required to do scenes two and three, but they suggest that you become familiar with all of them, just in case.”
“Mom, we’ve been through this before. I only have to learn the scenes they require. They never ever ask for the other ones.”
“Gavin.”
“What?”
She stayed firm with him, as if she were the boy’s agent. “You’re gonna learn all four scenes. This isn’t a commercial or made-for-TV movie. This is a real-deal feature, a really good supporting role, with Garry Marshall directing.”
“I don’t even know who that is.” 
“He’s a director. He’s made big movies.” 
“What did he direct?”
“Ever seen Pretty Woman?” she asked, knowing full well he probably hadn’t seen it unless Kendyll had forced him to watch it.
“No.”
“Well, anyway,” she said, standing up from the bed and walking over to him, “this is big. I need you to really try on this one. I mean, really try.”
“I will, Mom. I promise.” 
She gave him the best smile she could and kissed him on top of his head.
“All right, you should get some sleep.”
“When’s the audition?”
“Friday,” she said. “Late afternoon.” 
“Oh good, so I have some time?”
“Yes, but don’t you dare put off your memorizing to the last minute.” 
“I won’t, Mom. Don’t worry. I won’t let you down.”
That’s my boy.
“Hey Mom?”
“Yeah?”
“Is everything OK?”
“It’s fine,” she said. “Why wouldn’t it be?”
“You seem sad.”
“What?”
“Mom, I can tell. Did Dad call you? Did he say something to you?”
She didn’t answer him. She couldn’t. “Goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
Vivien didn’t sleep a wink that night, tossing in her bed like a schizophrenic. She eventually started counting to 1,000, but instead of counting sheep, she counted large kitchen knives that she would be throwing at Patrick the next time she saw him. 
---
Brandon rolled into the office around 10:45, and he didn’t greet or make eye contact with Vivien for nearly an hour. 
“Is Alyson coming in today?” she asked, finally saying something.  
“No. She said she has to start looking for a paid job, so she’s only committing to Mondays and Tuesdays now.”
“Are you serious? Does that mean we need another intern?”
“I believe it does.” 
“OK,” she said. “Put that on my schedule for next week.”
“Next week?”
“Yeah. Why?”
Brandon finally made eye contact with her. “Well, what are you doing this week?”
Vivien clicked her pen and started writing some names down on a yellow pad. “We have a session. On Friday.”
“For what?”
She smiled. “For The Men, silly. We have one more to do. For the forty-year-old.”
Vivien walked over to his desk. She tossed the pad down and pointed to names she had written. “This is a start. I want you to set up the actors I have circled on this list, and bring them in first. Then I want you to set up the actors I picked on Breakdown and set them up after that. OK?”
He threw the pad on the ground and turned back to his laptop. “No.”
She didn’t think that word was in Brandon’s vocabulary. “What did you just say to me?”
Brandon folded his hands together and looked like he was going to start lecturing his own boss. “Do you even realize what you put me through yesterday?”
“That I put you through?” Vivien started laughing. “I’m sorry, Brandon, I’m confused. I just had one of the worst days of my life yesterday. What problems did I inflict on you? I’m curious.”
“V, this is a business. And even though what we’re doing is wrong, and probably illegal, I like to think that this project that I wrote, that I’m helping you cast, that you paid me a lot of money for, means something to you.”
“It does! Why would you think differently?”
He put his left hand up. “Let me finish.”
She crossed her arms and tried to keep listening. 
“Alyson and I spent nearly twelve hours on Monday setting up yesterday’s session. Now I don’t know what happened to you yesterday. I’m sure it was something awful. Probably involving your husband, right?”
She glanced away and started chewing on her tongue. 
“I spent the entire day yesterday turning away one actor after another,” Brandon continued. “I got spit on, screamed at. Actors were spending hours trying to find our office, only to discover when they got here that the session had been canceled. After I had confirmed and re-confirmed and re-confirmed. Just for you.”
Vivien shook her head. “Brandon, my not showing up, it was nothing personal. I promise it won’t happen again. I mean, I’m sorry, but I needed time to myself yesterday.”
“You made me look like a fool,” he continued. “You made our office look like a fucking joke. I need you to take some time and think about what you’re really trying to do here. Because I can’t do this anymore.”
He seemed to be finished. She did her best to look him back in the eye. “So, what? What does that mean? You’re not going to help me set up Friday’s session? I have to finish this. I have to finish what I started.”
“I don’t care.”
Vivien put her hands on her face and shifted the tone of her voice. “I’m sorry, OK? I know I fucked up.”
He stared at her, still angrily.
“Patrick wants a divorce,” she said, trying to control her tears. “He came to see me yesterday. He said a lot of horrible things. I need this session on Friday, Brandon. I need it to survive. If I don’t find what I’m looking for, then I will put this project behind us, and we will move on. OK? I promise.” 
“Seriously?” 
“I don’t ask this of you much,” she said, taking a step forward, “but I really need you to hug me right now.”
And with that, Vivien slumped down to the floor. 
Brandon leaned down and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m here,” he said. “I’m here, Vivien.”
“I’m so sorry, Brandon. I’m sorry about everything. I want the best for this office, I do. And I want the best for you.”
“I know you do,” he said, rubbing her back. “Shhh. It’s OK.”
He let her cry on his shoulder as two consecutive phone calls went straight to voice-mail.
“I need you to promise me, V,” he said.
“What?” 
“Friday is the last one. The absolute last one.”
“I promise.”
He looked into her bloodshot eyes and nodded. “OK. Let me get to work.”
---
By the end of Thursday, Brandon had reached superstar associate status by confirming over 120 actors, all between the ages of thirty-six and forty-two, to audition for the role of Charles in The Men. Brandon had been conscious of the fact that the role required a British accent, but Vivien, of course, tried to get him to downplay that quality.
“We’ve got 126 confirmed, and I’m still waiting to hear on twenty more,” he said.
“Great. Fantastic.”
Vivien stuffed her laptop in her bag and grabbed her car keys as she started to make her way out of the office. “Is Alyson gonna be here to help tomorrow?”
“No, she’s only doing Mondays and Tuesdays now, remember?”
“Oh, right.” She started putting her hair up in a ponytail. “Tuesday? Why Tuesday?”
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean, she could at least do Mondays and Fridays. Nothing ever happens on Tuesdays.”
“Well, I beg to differ,” Brandon said. “I think we could use an intern every day in this office.”
“So you have less work to do?”
“Exactly,” he said with a proud grin.
“All right, well, set up some interns for me to meet next week.”
“OK, I will.”
She looked through her bag to make sure she had everything. “I’m gonna go run some errands, and I will see you tomorrow. Thank you, Brandon. Thank you for everything.”
“You’re welcome, boss.”
“Don’t call me boss,” she said. “We’re partners.”
Brandon nodded awkwardly. “OK, partner.”
“Bye.”
She stepped out of the office into the unusually cold and cloudy afternoon weather.
---
When Vivien parked the car in Lila’s driveway, her eyes were tearing up again. What Patrick had said still stung deep within her soul. She couldn’t get those vicious words out of her head. 
He’s right, she thought. It’s over. No one’s ever gonna want me. 
She opened her car door and stepped outside, a car across the yard catching her attention almost immediately. 
Vivien held her breath, and her eyes widened. She had seen this car before. 
This wasn’t Patrick’s lame Toyota Subaru.
This was a 4Runner.
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Vivien’s fingertips caressed the metallic bumper of the car as she walked into the street. As she got closer to the driver’s seat, she started to doubt herself.
Could this really be him?
“Hello?”
She knocked on the driver’s side. There was no answer. She bent over and looked inside. The car was empty. 
“Vivien?” she heard from behind her.
Vivien almost screamed. “Oh, Jesus, Nathan. Hi. You scared me.”
He stood tall and confident, an infectious grin plastered on his face. “Look, I’m really sorry about the other night.” 
“That’s… that’s OK.” Vivien crossed her arms and tried to smile. “What are you doing here?” 
“I wanted to see you.” He took a step closer to her. She let him. “Did you get my card?”
Vivien could hardly breathe. “That was from you?” 
He didn’t hesitate. He took Vivien’s hands and leaned in. Before she could even process what was happening, his lips were locked with hers. She didn’t kiss him back for the first few seconds, but when he didn’t pull away, she closed her eyes and fell into the moment. She wrapped her arms around him as he started to kiss her neck.
“I’ve missed you,” he said. “I’m sorry I freaked out before. I was scared… and I can get… you know… really emotional…”
“I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry if I pressured you in any way. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”
“Don’t worry, you’re not.” He smiled so adorably she wanted to ravish him right there on the street. 
“You wanna go inside?” she asked. 
“Absolutely.” 
---
Nathan was already unbuttoning his belt as he passed the kitchen, and his pants were off by the time he reached the bedroom door. Vivien turned around to see him coming toward her, his erect penis poking through his tight boxers like Woody Woodpecker. She still had her purse in her hand when she got down on her knees and started stroking it.
“Oh my God,” he said, closing his eyes and starting to moan. 
She started bringing the penis close to her mouth when she saw that her bedroom door was still open. She kept stroking his dick with her left hand while she leaned over and tried to kick the door shut with her right foot. She reached as far as she could but couldn’t close it.
Then she started to hear footsteps coming down the hallway. She needed to close the door fast, but she thought, in her insecure little brain, if she let go of this guy’s monstrous cock, he might run away forever. 
She kept her left index finger and thumb secured on the shaft like handcuffs and scooted herself closer to the door. She looked into the hallway to see Walter pouring himself a glass of water in the kitchen. As Nathan moaned again, his loudest one yet, Walter put the glass down and turned toward her bedroom. Her mouth opened wide. She finally kicked the door shut.
Vivien pulled Nathan close to her and stuck her tongue down his throat. She marveled at his six-pack of wonders, so sexually inviting that she wanted to cut a knife through his body and crawl her way inside.
Nathan, with his eyes still half closed, managed with ease to zip Vivien out of her dress, revealing both a tight black bra and black underwear. He pulled his boxers to the ground revealing his giant penis, a shaved pubic region, and an ass so toned she could fry bacon on it. 
She grabbed his tank top and ripped through it like King Kong. She crumpled it up and tossed it to the side. Nathan stepped back and smiled at her. Vivien inspected him from head to toe. She had never seen something so beautiful in her life. 
“OK,” she said.
“OK,” he replied.
Vivien took five slow steps forward and started kissing him again, this time with more passion than before. Nathan grabbed the back of her hair and tossed her onto the bed. She giggled as he brought his mouth to her neck. He started to kiss her all over, moving his way down one body part at a time. Vivien started shivering, in shock at what was happening. 
She had even forgotten about his scar.
“You want me to go down on you?” he asked.
“Yes.” She didn’t need to say another word. 
He kissed the area on her chest between her breasts and brought his tongue down past her belly button. He pulled off her underwear like a pro. 
Nathan went in for the kill. She didn’t notice until now just how long his tongue was. And it wasn’t until he entered her with it that she realized how powerful a tongue could be.
Vivien leaned back against the bed, trying not to scream with pleasure, reaching for bars at the end of the bed that weren’t there.
“Oh my God!”  
A spasm in her foot caused her to almost kick him in the stomach, but she successfully managed to just kick at the air. She wrapped her legs around his shoulders and drew him in deeper like a plunger.  
“You like that?” he asked.
“Yes!”
“You want more?”
“Oh yes! Don’t stop!” 
He didn’t. Out of nowhere he started massaging her clit.
“Oh my God!” She started pounding her fists against the bed and tossing her head from side to side. “Fuck! Oh, fuck!” 
She started thrusting up and down, every muscle in her body contracting. 
The explosion that followed was more earth shattering than any special effect in a Hollywood movie. She fell to her side as all the tension in her body drained away.
“Oh my God… oh…”
She started breathing heavily, and she reached for the glass of water on her nightstand. She downed it fast and sat up on the bed. 
 Vivien smiled at the boy. “You’re pretty good at that.”
“Thanks.” He stood up, his penis even more erect than before.
“I hope that’s just the appetizer,” Vivien said, her hand grabbing onto the hard rock of infinite pleasures.  
He hesitated. 
Then he smiled. 
“Do you have any condoms?” 
“No.” She couldn’t remember the last time she had even seen one. 
He stared into her eyes, now with the look of a man who would stop at nothing to complete his mission.
“It’s OK,” Vivien said. “You’re clean, right?”
“Of course.”
He brought his attention back to her chest. He took his right hand and unhooked her bra with a single magical movement. 
Vivien’s breasts were revealed. While there was some cellulite on her ass and thighs, and some sad lines and wrinkles gathering on her face, her breasts were near perfect. They weren’t big, but they were round and succulent. He brought his mouth to her nipples and started licking them with his tongue, bringing forth a new set of moans from Vivien.    
Nathan brought her down to the ground. She didn’t know what he was aiming for next. She and Patrick had only done it missionary style. Vivien got down on her knees and felt his legs grind up against hers. She blinked a few times.  
Then she felt him enter her.
Nathan’s six-pack pushed up against her buttocks, and his penis started tickling at her G-spot.
“Oh, what the! Whoa!”  
Vivien didn’t think this sexual encounter could have gotten any more exciting or innovative, but this was unlike anything she had ever experienced.  
He started thrusting faster and faster. She grabbed the end of her bed with her left hand and rested her right palm on the hardwood floor. Her sweat, which before had been spotty, was now dripping off her face like running water. Her heartbeat intensified to the point that she thought she might suffer a heart attack. 
If I were to have one, now would be the perfect time. 
Her G-spot had been dormant for the better part of a decade, and it’s reemergence in this inspired moment started tipping her over the edge.  
“I’m gonna cum,” he said.
“Oh my God, do it.”
“Are you ready?” 
“Yes!” she shouted.
“Are you ready!” 
“Yes! Yes! Yes!”
“Oh God!”
“Oh yeah! Oh yeah!”
“Oh my God!”
Nathan screamed a final noise that didn’t sound human. He collapsed on the hardwood floor seconds later.  
Vivien rested her head against the back of her hands and stared up at the ceiling, her heartbeat finally slowing down, her eyelids becoming unbearably heavy.
Nathan got up, dressed, and stepped near the bedroom door.
“Have a nice rest of your day,” he said.
“You too, handsome.”            
“I’ll see you at the callbacks?”
“Of course,” Vivien said with a smile. “Consider yourself the frontrunner.”  
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Vivien floated into her casting session on Friday morning with the confidence of a cheerleader who had nailed every member of the football team. The actors who arrived early to try out for the role of Charles all took notice of her radiant glow. 
“Good morning,” Brandon said as she walked past him. 
She sported a new pair of black high-heeled shoes. Her hair was straightened and slicked back, and her breasts looked about ready to fall out of her skimpy purple dress.
“Good morning, Brandon,” she said in a low, sultry quality.
He noticed the difference right away. “Oh my God!” Before she could respond, he jumped up from his desk and ran into her office, slamming the door behind him. 
“Oh my God! I can’t believe it!” He hugged her with so much power that Vivien struggled to breathe.  
“What? What is it?”
“Don’t take me for an idiot. You got laid last night, didn’t you?”
“What?” 
“Please tell me it wasn’t your husband. That would be so disappointing.”
She grinned. “It wasn’t my husband.”
“Oh my God, was it that hot guy from the second session?”
She didn’t respond. She just took a step back and grinned. 
“Oh my God!” Brandon shouted. “This is amazing!”
“I know. I can hardly believe it.”
“Poor guy thinks you’re gonna put him in a movie now,” he said. “Oh well. He got to have sex with the mighty Vivien Slate. What’s more of a gift than that?”
“You’re too kind,” she said as she sat down. She powered up her laptop. “How many people we have out there?”
“Like fifteen or so. We have a full day today.”
“Excellent.”
“Do you even want to see actors today?” Brandon asked. “It sounds like you might’ve found your guy last night!”
“Last night was a freakish one-time thing. I can’t imagine I’ll ever see him again.”
Brandon laughed. “So you just used him. I like it.”
“Last night, I got the fling,” she said. “Today, I want the boyfriend.”
“Really?”
“Really. My marriage is over. Today is our last session. It’s time to put at end to this, all of this, and move on with my life.”
“I like the way you think.” 
He handed her the session sheet for the day’s round of auditions and walked out of her office.
Brandon stepped into the waiting area and started counting heads. “Has everybody signed in? I need everybody to sign in.”
She stayed in her office and started flipping through the session sheet. There were twenty-eight pages of names. She stood up from her desk and made her way into the audition room.
Today, I find my true love.
---
The session was near its end, and Vivien hadn’t found anything close to a true love.
Brandon closed the door and started going through the session page by page, trying to find a candidate who would be most suitable for her. Vivien had only circled a couple of names.
“How about this guy? Julian Samuel?” 
“No,” Vivien said. “Looked like he had skin cancer.”
“He had kind of a smoldering thing going.”
“No. Not right.”
He flipped to another page. “How about that Dylan fellow? Dylan Montgomery.”
“His nose bothered me.”
“He was hot! I mean, for a forty-year-old.”
“Next.”
Brandon flipped through the pages, all the way until there were just two more to go. They had maybe twenty more actors to see. After that, their little experiment would be over.
“There’s still a few more to go,” Brandon said. “It’s only five o’clock. There’s another hour, at least.”
“I guess you’re right. But things aren’t looking good. I might be heading into this weekend alone.”
He shook his head and patted her awkwardly on the back. “Don’t think like that, V. Think positive.”
He walked over to his camera and replaced it with the fourth new battery of the day. He made sure he had another mini DV tape in the camera and turned to Vivien.
“Are you ready for the next actor?” 
Her face went pale. “HOLY SHIT.” 
He stopped and stared at her. She looked like she was going to faint. “Whoa! What!”
“Did you just say it was five o’clock?”
“Huh?” 
Vivien jumped up from her chair and ran up to Brandon as if she were going to tackle him to the ground. “What time is it?”
She grabbed his wrist and looked down at his watch. It was 5:10. 
“Oh no!” 
“What? What is it?”
“I forgot. I completely forgot. Gavin’s agent’s gonna kill me!”
“Stop!” Brandon grabbed her. “What’s going on?”
“My son’s audition! It’s in twenty minutes!”
“Can it be postponed?”
“No! They can only see him today!” 
She ran out of the audition room and passed a yawning actor in the hallway. She flipped through her planning book and started dialing a number.
When she returned to the audition room a minute later, she had calmed down a bit. “OK. It’s OK. They can see him as late as 6:30.”
“Oh good,” Brandon said. “But isn’t that still too late? How are you going to get there in time? We have at least another hour’s worth of guys to see here.” 
Vivien grabbed her associate’s hands. “Brandon, can you take him?”
“What?”
“Can you take my son to his audition?”
He looked at her dumbfounded. “Uhh, yeah, V, of course. But who’s gonna run the camera?”
“Screw the camera. I don’t need it.” 
Brandon glared at her. “Well fine.”
“Here,” she said, digging through her purse for cash. She pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. “This should be enough for gas. If there’s a parking fee, let me know, and I’ll reimburse you next week.”
“OK. Where is Gavin, anyway?”
“He should be at home. The place you went for my birthday party last week.”
“Oh yes,” he said with a sigh. “How can I forget?”
“Can you do this for me?”
He smiled. “Yes, of course.”
“Oh, thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Brandon started walking out of the audition room. He turned back to Vivien one last time. “Good luck.”
And with that he was gone.   
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The clouds were chocolate black and rain was pouring down with the ferocity of falling daggers as Brandon pulled up to the driveway of Lila Perrington’s home in Woodland Hills. He grabbed an umbrella from the back seat and raced from the car to the front door. He rang the doorbell, and waited for nearly a minute for Gavin to open it. He had a big frown on his face. 
“What’s wrong?” Brandon asked.
“I can’t find my dog.” Gavin folded up his scenes for the audition and looked at Brandon’s car. “Wait. My mom’s not taking me?”
“No,” Brandon said, shivering in the cold. “She had to finish a casting session, so she sent me.”
“Oh, OK.” He examined Brandon’s umbrella. “Was it really necessary for you to use an umbrella just to get to the front door? What is that? Like ten steps?”
Oh my God, it’s Vivien the second.
Despite his snarky comment, Gavin used Brandon’s umbrella for the short walk to the car. Brandon wanted to make a joke about it but decided it best to keep his mouth shut. 
Brandon never wanted to admit it to his boss, but he actually enjoyed driving Gavin to his auditions. He would get to leave the office early, and she wouldn’t call him or text him once during the entire journey. Plus, she gave him gas money. And since his dad was still paying for that, it was money in his pocket.
Brandon started winding his way through the neighborhood when he noticed just how insanely heavily the rain was pouring down. “Jesus Christ.” 
“What?”
“Oh, nothing. Just this weather.”
“Rain freaks you out?” Gavin asked. 
“It does not.”
A total lie. 
Gavin laughed. “Wimp.”
“Shut up. Shouldn’t you be looking over your lines or something?”
“I don’t need to. I have them memorized.”
“But just to be sure?”
“I’m good.”
Brandon turned onto another street, this one narrower than the last. A car was parked on the side of the road in a giant puddle of mud. 
He dropped a wad of gum in his mouth and took his eyes off the road for only a moment when a car sped past him, blasting water up against his windshield. “Whoa! My God, this is some crazy rain.” He turned his windshield wipers to their highest setting.
“Dude,” Gavin said. “Calm down.” 
“I hope your Mom’s gonna be OK driving tonight. It’s gonna be dark out by the time she finishes her session.” 
“My mom can hold her own. What are you, a pussy or somethin’?”            
“I’m not a pussy.”
“My mom told me you like guys. That’s cool, I guess.”
Brandon took his eyes off the road again and stared over at Gavin. “What was that?”   
“Yeah. It’s cool. It doesn’t bother me.”
“Your mom told you I’m gay?” 
“She talks about you a lot actually,” he said. “I think you’re really important to her.”
She talks about me? Around her kid?
“Wow, I had no idea,” Brandon said. 
He turned onto another road. He thought he could see a traffic signal in the distance, but it turned out to be his imagination. 
“I think we should make it on time,” Brandon said. “We still have a half hour.”
“Whatever.” 
“Whatever?”
“Yeah. Whatever.”
“Your mom said this audition was for a Garry Marshall movie! I mean, shouldn’t you be more excited?”  
The boy just shrugged.
“Look,” Brandon said, “can I ask you a question?”
Gavin looked at him with an innocent gaze. His eyes were big and brown. His hair looked curlier than the last time he’d seen him.
Stop it, Brandon.
“Do you even like acting?”
Gavin cracked his knuckles. “Of course I do. Why would you ask me that?” 
“I mean, I feel like your mom got you into it when you were, like, two years old. Every time I take you to an audition, you seem bored and upset. It just seems like you’re not that into it.”
“How would you know? You don’t know me.” Gavin grabbed a Gatorade from his backpack and took a few sips.
“You’re right,” Brandon said. “I don’t.”
There was silence. Then Gavin started to smile. “I’m taking a creative writing class at school.”
“Oh yeah?”
A whole new demeanor struck Gavin’s face. He sat back and looked, for the first time this evening, relaxed.
Brandon tried to find a point. “So, what does that mean? You like to write?”
“It’s a lot of fun,” he said. “My new story’s about a creature who lives deep down under the ocean, where it’s been growing for the last two hundred years. It strikes on the busiest day of the summer down the coast of L.A. It’s gruesome and really scary.”
“So you like writing horror?”
“Yeah. I like science fiction, too.”
“Then you should write,” Brandon said. “To hell with acting. You’re young. Be a kid. Do what makes you happy.”
“It’s not that I don’t like acting. I just don’t know if I want to do it for the rest of my life.”
“Your mom should know this.”
“No,” Gavin said. “And don’t you tell her, dude, or I’ll be super pissed.” 
Gavin took another sip of his Gatorade, and Brandon looked him over again.
No. Stop it. 
Brandon turned onto another street, where he could finally see the signal up ahead leading to the 101 freeway. “You love your mom, don’t you?” 
“Yeah,” Gavin said. “She’s the best.”
“Most kids your age hate their moms.”
“Do you hate your mom?”
Brandon smiled. “My mom? She’s my favorite person in the whole world.”
“Really? No wonder you’re gay.” Gavin laughed, showing off his impressively straight teeth. 
Brandon looked away from the street, which was impossible to see by now due to the rain, and glanced over at Gavin. He tried to fight it. 
He’s thirteen. Stop it, you sick fuck. 
Brandon didn’t desire Gavin in a sexual way. That would’ve been weird and incriminatory. But Brandon couldn’t deny Gavin’s beauty, and the impending hotness that he’d be in his young adult years. He took a deep breath as he analyzed Gavin’s baby soft hands, his complex eyes, and the way his plump red lips radiated a virginal warmness. His skin was a lot darker than his mom’s, and there was a glow to his face that made Brandon want to reach out and touch him. 
“OH MY GOD!” Gavin shouted. “BRANDON, LOOK OUT!” 
Brandon barely had time to turn his eyes back to the road when a dog ran out into the street.
“OH SHIT!” Brandon could feel the front left tire strike the animal almost instantly.
Oh no.
Brandon jerked the car to the right, running it off the road into a ditch.
“HOLD ON!”  
Brandon put his arm out to stop Gavin from sliding forward. When the car came to an abrupt stop, Brandon let out a sigh of relief, looking to his right and noticing that Gavin had put on his seatbelt.
The relief faded fast, however, when Brandon saw the tears start falling from the boy’s eyes. 
“Oh my God,” Gavin said. “What did you do?”
“What?”
“Buster!” He unbuckled his seatbelt and opened the passenger door. “OH MY GOD, BUSTER!” 
“Gavin!” Brandon shouted. “Stop! It’s not safe!”
“I have to save him!”  
“No! Stop!” Brandon kicked open his door just in time for another car to splash a tidal wave of water up against his face.  
Completely drenched and ice cold, he turned to his left to see Gavin running up to the little white dog in the street. Its head was smashed in. 
“Gavin! It’s not safe out here! Get back in the car!” 
“YOU MURDERER!” he shouted. “YOU FUCKING MURDERER!” 
Murderer? What?
Brandon took a few steps forward to confirm the dog was indeed Vivien’s and Gavin’s own Spanish Mastiff.
 “Oh my God, Gavin! I’m sorry!”  
“I have to get it out of the road!” Gavin dragged the dog’s carcass into the dirt ditch behind the car and kneeled down, as if he were going to surgically repair the dog’s face with his wet hands. 
Brandon took a few more steps forward and put his hands on his hips. He turned around to see the signal to the freeway. They had been less than a minute away.
“Damn it!” He put his hands behind his head. He couldn’t believe this was happening. He decided to raise his voice to get the boy’s attention. “GAVIN! COME BACK TO THE CAR! RIGHT NOW!”
“NO!” he shouted, flipping Brandon off. “FUCK YOU!” 
Gavin remained on the ground, naively trying to resuscitate the dog through any means possible.
Brandon continued to stare at Gavin, and despite all the madness of the moment, all the rain pouring down, and all the troubles that were headed his way when Vivien found out he ran over the family dog, he took a moment to notice just how nice the thirteen-year-old’s ass looked bent over in the pouring rain.
Give this kid a few years.He’s gonna be so fucking hot.   
Brandon didn’t hear the car racing toward him from behind. It struck him in the back, and as he started tumbling over the windshield, he blacked out, almost instantly. 
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Vivien grabbed her pen, walked over to the sign-in sheet, and crossed off the last name.
That was it. She was done.
And nobody today had come close to her liking.
She got down on her knees and removed the five-paged sign-in sheet from the clipboard. She looked through it and started shaking her head. She sat down and put her hands in her face, exhausted from the seven-hour session, as well as extremely disappointed.
I failed. Online dating, here I come.
“Am I too late to audition?”
She thought she was hearing a voice in her head when she looked up to see a dashing older gentleman with a suit and tie standing before her, a pair of the audition scenes in his left hand.
“I would like to audition, if there’s still time.” His voice was British and sexy. He had a soft scruff on his cheeks and chin, and his hair was cut short.
“Uhh, sure, yes.” Vivien took a few steps toward him. “What’s your name?”
“Christopher.” He shook her hand. 
His voice sounds familiar, she thought. Have I met this man before? 
“Nice to meet you, Christopher. Do you have a headshot?”
“No,” he said. “I’m in the process of getting new ones, actually.”
“Oh, OK then. Come with me.”
Vivien led Christopher into the audition room and sat him in the hot seat. She took a seat across from him and put the three-page scene on her lap. 
“Did you get a chance to read the script?” she asked.
“Yes, it’s brilliant. I love this character.”
Vivien turned around and grabbed her session sheet. “What’s your full name? I’ll check it off my list here.” 
“Christopher Bells.”
Vivien looked through her sheet but didn’t see his name. “Hmm, I don’t see it. I’ll just write it in.” She glanced back at him. “And you’re reading for the role of Charles, correct?”
“That’s correct.”
She studied his face. Christopher looked like Gerard Butler, but with darker skin and silver-white hair. He was dashingly beautiful. He looked familiar, really familiar, but after having spent the day reading with over 150 actors, she wouldn’t be able to recognize her own face in the mirror if she tried. 
“OK. Let’s begin.” Vivien cleared her throat and crossed her legs. She smiled at Christopher in a flirtatious way. He returned the favor. “And I’m gonna read with you,” Vivien added. 
“OK, perfect.”
Vivien started reading the lines. The scene took place at the funeral, where Charles meets an American author who he falls immediately in love with.
As the scene continued, Vivien found herself surprised that an actor with zero film and TV credits was so natural. He didn’t look down at the script once, and he kept eye contact with Vivien, a must for actors who have to read with a casting director. The more she read with him, the more she was falling in love with his voice, as well as his dynamic facial structure. 
The end of the scene required the character to stand up and kiss the older woman’s hand. Vivien didn’t believe he would actually commit to that detail, but he got up, anyway. He took three steps forward and stared down at her with a warm, friendly smile. He got down on one knee like he was going to ask her to marry him.
“May I?”
He took Vivien’s right hand and held it in his. For a moment, all time stopped, and she was the character in the scene. He kissed her hand and looked back into her eyes. She thought he was going to kiss her lips, too. 
Christopher stood back up and smiled. He didn’t say anything, clearly waiting for her to be the first to open her mouth. 
Vivien snapped out of her daze and started clapping. “That was extraordinary, just extraordinary. Wow.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. What can I say, Christopher? You are quite the find.” 
Vivien stood up and went to shake his hand, but he leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.
She was going to play it cool, but she couldn’t help it. When he backed away from her, she leaned in and kissed him on the lips. 
The kiss lasted just a second or two before she pulled away. 
“I’m sorry,” she said with a laugh. “That was inappropriate.”
She turned, but he pulled her straight back to his lips. They kissed for another minute, maybe longer. 
Christopher held her close. “It’s quite all right with me,” he said. “I’ve wanted to kiss you since the moment I first saw you.” 
Vivien didn’t take her eyes off him. He made it sound like he had pining over her for weeks, not minutes. 
“I know this is sudden,” he said, “but I had a question.”
“Yes?”
“Would you care to have dinner with me tonight?” 
Vivien smiled. “As fate would have it, I am completely free tonight.” 
For the first time since this fake movie found life, Vivien could feel something special starting to brew.  
“Let me just use the restroom,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” 
“Oh. Sure.” 
Vivien waited for him to return for nearly fifteen minutes. This gave her time to check her e-mails and phone messages. She imagined Gavin was at his audition by now. She hoped he was doing well.
Christopher returned and grabbed his coat. “OK. Ready.”
She turned around and stood up from her desk. “Is everything all right?”
“Perfect.” 
“Great. There’s this cute sushi restaurant down the street. Do you like sushi?”
He didn’t answer right away. He swallowed a burp and smiled. “I love sushi.”
---
Christopher acted like a true gentlemen, opening and closing her car door for her, and then opening the door for her at the restaurant. As time passed, he was looking cuter than ever. She felt proud walking inside the restaurant with this distinguished stud muffin on her arm. 
“Two, please,” he said. 
As they walked over to their table, Vivien’s phone started ringing. She grabbed it from her purse and saw an 818 area code. But she didn’t recognize the actual phone number. 
I’ll let it go to voice-mail.
They took their seats and started perusing the menus.
“I love the ambience here,” he said.
“Yeah, I try to make it here at least once a month. A lot of the sushi restaurants in L.A. are overpriced and overrated. But this one’s great.”
Her phone started ringing again. “Damn it, I’m sorry. I don’t know who keeps calling me.” It was the same number again.
“You can answer it if you want.”
“It’s probably just a stupid actor or something,” she said, stopping herself. “I mean, not to say I don’t like actors.”
The call went to voice-mail for a second time, but then the same phone number lit up her screen again. 
“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Vivien stood up from the table. “Order me a vodka cranberry.”
“Sure thing,” he said.
Vivien stepped out of the restaurant and answered the phone on its fifth ring. 
“Hello?”
“Mom?” It was Gavin. He was crying. “Mom? Are you there?”
“Gavin? Is that you?”
“Yes.”
Vivien sat down on the outside bench and looked out at the busy street in front of her. She knew what this call was about. “I’m sorry, honey. Did the audition not go well?”
“Mom, I didn’t make the audition.”
Vivien stood back up, bewildered. She glanced around the area to make sure Gavin wasn’t standing behind a bush playing a practical joke on her. “What did you say?”
“I said I didn’t make the audition.”
“Oh really?” Vivien started pacing, shaking her head in frustration. “Is Brandon there? I want you to put him on the phone for me.”
“Mom! Stop!”
“This is bad, Gavin! This was a great opportunity for—”
“MOM!”  
She stopped. He knew in the tone of his voice that there was a part of the story missing.
“Mom,” he said, “there’s been an accident.”
---
Vivien cried the whole way to the hospital. She didn’t know the extent of what happened, but she knew that while her son was unharmed, Brandon had been hit by a car. 
“I’m so sorry, Christopher. I’m sorry you had to be dragged into this.”
“Are you kidding? I’m happy to help.”
“Thank you. Thank you so much.”
“How long has this guy been working for you?” he asked.
“Two years.” She paused and put her hands over her eyes. “Oh, God, this is all my fault. If I had just taken Gavin, this never would’ve happened.”
“Don’t blame yourself,” Christopher said. “Think good thoughts. We haven’t seen him yet. He might be all right.” 
They pulled up to the Encino hospital a minute later. She ditched Christopher momentarily and ran toward the emergency ward. The plump receptionist was on the phone.
“Excuse me!” Vivien shouted. 
“One minute, ma’am.”
“I don’t have a minute!”  
The woman sighed and put her call on hold. “What is it?”
“Brandon Reed, please. We’re looking for Brandon Reed.”
“Are you family?”
“YES!” 
The woman looked ready to get rid of her. “He’s in room 622, sixth floor.”
The elevator ride only took fifteen seconds, but it felt like fifteen minutes. Vivien and Christopher ran down three hallways until they found their destination. Gavin was standing outside the room, his face red with tears. He hugged his mother.
“Oh my God, my baby. I’m so happy you’re OK.” She kissed him all over until his entire face was covered with lipstick. “I’m so sorry about Buster.”
“It’s OK, Mom. I’ll be OK. It was quick. He didn’t feel any pain.” Gavin pointed at Christopher. “Umm, who’s that?”
Vivien turned to her right, having almost forgotten about her British hunk. “Oh, yes, this is Christopher. He’s a friend of mine.” She turned to the hospital room, not wanting to look in. “Is Brandon in there?”
“Yeah.”
She left Gavin with Christopher and made her way into the hospital room. Brandon’s parents were standing next to him. Vivien had only met them once at a dinner over a year ago. She couldn’t remember their names. 
“Mr. and Mrs. Reed, I came as soon as I could.”
“Hello,” the mother said. The father didn’t acknowledge her.
“I don’t know the details,” Vivien said. “I have no idea how this happened.”
Brandon’s dad made his way around the bed and got in Vivien’s face. “You pay my son scraps. You work him day and night. And now I find out you have him take your own son to his auditions?”
“I’m sorry,” Vivien said. “I don’t have him do it that often. It’s only when I have no other choice—”
“What were you so busy doing?” Brandon’s dad was tall and intimidating. 
“We were finishing up a casting session. I couldn’t leave.”
“He’s worked for you for two years. You couldn’t have trusted him with the last hour or two of a casting session?” 
Vivien tried to change the subject any way she could. “How is he?”
Brandon’s mother piped up in the back. “He looks bad, but the doctors say he’s going to be OK.” 
Vivien started crying. She couldn’t help it. “Oh God, oh thank God.” She put her hand over her mouth and continued to sob. She looked back at Brandon’s father, who was still staring at her. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry about this. I won’t let your son out of my sight again, OK? I promise.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” was all the father said as he walked back to his wife and kneeled down before his son. Brandon had tubes running through him, and his head was in a brace. Vivien couldn’t stand to look at him and walked out of the room.
“How is he?” Christopher asked.
“He doesn’t look good. But he’s gonna be OK.”
“Well that’s great news,” Christopher said.
“I saw the whole thing happen in slow-motion,” Gavin said. “He tumbled over the whole car.”
“Was he still awake after?”
“No. He was unconscious. I thought he was dead.” 
Vivien started pacing in the busy sixth floor hallway. “Where’s the guy who hit him?”
“It was a girl,” Gavin said. “The police took her away. I’m not sure exactly.”
Vivien looked to her left to see a familiar face walking toward her. Derek was wearing a sweater and jeans, and his eyes were bloodshot red. He looked like he had been crying for hours.
“Ms. Slate?” he asked.
“Yes. Hi Derek.” 
“Is Brandon in there?”
“Mmm hmm.” 
Derek started sobbing. “Is he OK? I mean, he’s going to be OK, right?” 
“It looks bad, but he’s going to be fine.”  
A little gleam of hope shined across his eyes, despite the sobs. “I made a really big mistake,” he said. “I love him, you know? I love him so much.”
“It’s OK,” Vivien said. “Go see him.”
He stepped into the hospital room and closed the door.
Vivien peered in to see Brandon’s parents embrace the Asian boy. He kissed Brandon’s mother on the cheek, and he shook the father’s hand. Derek kneeled down at Brandon’s side and buried his head against his chest. 
“Is there anything I can help with?” Christopher asked.
“No, I’m fine.” Vivien turned to Gavin. “Do you need anything to eat? I bet you haven’t eaten since lunch, right?”
“I’m OK,” Gavin said. 
 “You sure?”
“Yes.”
“What about you?” Christopher said to Vivien. “Are you hungry?”
“Not at all. But you feel free to get something if you want.” 
“No. I want to stay here with you.”
Christopher took hold of Vivien’s right hand.
She held it tight, and then looked into his eyes. “Thank you.”
“For what?” he asked.
Everything.
---
On Monday morning Vivien called the office from her cell phone. Alyson picked it up immediately.
“Good morning, Vivien.”
“Good morning, Alyson. How are you?”
“I’m fine, thank you. You have some messages. Most of them regard the sessions from last week. Do you want me to e-mail you the messages or just tell you over the phone?”
“No, none of that.” She let out a big sigh.   
“Vivien? Is everything all right?”
“Alyson, this is what I want you to do. I want you to call all the agents in L.A. and tell them The Men has been canceled. Tell everyone that the director dropped out and the financing didn’t come through.”
“Oh, OK. Is that true?”
“Every word,” she lied. 
“Are you sure?”
Vivien took a moment. This movie was about to go away forever. She looked into the adjacent room to see Gavin still sleeping. He had been out for over nine hours.
“I’m sure,” Vivien said. “Make the calls right away. I’ll be in later.”
“You’ve got it.”
“Thank you.”
“Oh, and Vivien? One more question.” 
“Yes?”
“Is Brandon coming in today? He hasn’t shown up yet.”
“Please start making the calls,” Vivien said, and she walked into the kitchen to start making Gavin some breakfast.  
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Nathan spent more than an hour hanging his three framed posters on the wall beside his bed. They had been hibernating in storage for the better part of six months, and Nathan’s newfound positive energy had finally provided him the motivation he needed to put some color in his room. 
Besides, I’ll be on location soon, he thought. I won’t have time for decorating. 
The posters were images of Nathan’s three favorite actors.
The first movie poster on the left was probably the most iconic of the three—Scarface, starring Al Pacino. 
The second one featured Marlon Brando from The Wild One wearing a cap and leather jacket, sitting on a Harley Davidson. 
The third poster looked crooked. 
Nathan brought the poster down to his bed and grabbed his heavy silver hammer. He pulled the nail out of the wall and hammered it in a different spot, keeping just enough space for the nail to hang the poster. It took another minute to get it centered.
He put the hammer on his desk and crossed his arms, a bright smile illuminating his face. He stared at the poster. Nathan took a deep breath and tried not to cry.
James Dean stared back at him. And if James hadn’t been Nathan’s acting idol since the age of five, Nathan might not have started choking up in this moment. But he couldn’t help it.
OK, so it took a while. But I’m here. I’ve finally made it. 
The poster seemed more ominous than inspiring. James Dean was featured on the left side of the poster, his eyes staring at the observer, a frightened look on his face. Much of the empty space on the right side was marred with blackness. But Nathan loved it nonetheless.
He stepped into his tiny bathroom and washed his hands. He splashed some water in his eyes.
When he opened them he stared long and hard at his scar. He massaged it briefly with his right index finger before letting out an overdue grin. 
You’ve finally come through, little buddy. You finally got me a movie. 
Nathan started making his way toward the kitchen when he heard the faint vibrations of his cell phone coming from his bedroom. 
He ran back in and grabbed it. “Hello?”
He didn’t hear a voice right away, so he almost hung up.
“Uhh, hey,” a low voice said on the other line. “It’s me.”
“Tyler? Are you all right?”
He heard his agent laugh at the other end. The man sounded drunk. “I’m fine, Nathan.”
“So what’s up? Any news?”
“Yes, I do have some news, actually.”
Nathan sat down in his chair. He hoped this call was about the callback. 
Or maybe she just decided to hand me the role here and now.
“Nathan, I just got word that The Men has been canceled.”
He didn’t hear him right. He couldn’t have. Nathan felt an itch on his right leg and took a few seconds to scratch it.
“Very funny, Tyler,” Nathan said. “No, seriously, what’s up?”
“I’m trying to get a hold of Vivien to confirm what’s going on,” Tyler said, “but it’s not looking good. I’ve talked to some other agents and they’re hearing the same thing. The financing collapsed, I guess, and Vivien stepped down from the project.”
Nathan’s heart started pounding. He stood up and started pacing the bedroom. “Tyler… what are you saying…”
“I’m saying the movie’s not getting made. I’m really sorry, Nathan. But these things happen. I mean… with the economy the way it is today…”
“But… but…” Nathan tried his best to form a coherent sentence. “I did what you wanted me to do. I flirted with her. I went to dinner with her.”
“I know.”
His voice became louder and louder. “And despite my feelings about it, despite all my pleading with you, about how I wanted all of this to be about my performance and the art and nothing else… I fucked that wretched old woman! I fucked her! For you!” 
“Nathan…”
He was crying again. “You’re telling me I did all that for nothing? She promised me the lead in the movie! She practically handed it to me! That role was perfect! It was going to change my life!”
“Nathan, it’s over.”
“It can’t be…”
“Nathan. The movie’s done. And we’re done. Consider yourself no longer a client of Paragon.”
“Tyler!” Nathan started banging his head against the wall, tears streaming down his face. “Tyler! No! You can’t!” 
“Good luck.”
“TYLER! WAIT!”  
Nathan stood in the middle of the room, his phone pressed against his skull. 
“Tyler?” All he heard was silence. “TYLER?” 
He brought the phone down to his side. He could feel vomit inching up his esophagus. He stared forward at his posters. 
And he screamed.
Nathan threw his phone at the James Dean poster and jumped up on his bed. He started pounding James’ face into the wall. Then he tossed the poster at the window above his pillows, breaking the heavy frame into a dozen pieces. He grabbed the other two posters and tossed them at the door, both of their frames shattering as well. 
“NOOOOOO! NO! NO! NO!” 
His head started spinning, and Nathan barely made it to the toilet before he started puking his guts up. He punched the toilet seat twice before ripping it off and breaking it in half against the sink. 
Nathan got back on his feet and tried not to fall as he found his balance. The room was spinning. He thought he might faint. He thought he might die.
He caught sight of himself in the mirror. The scar was throbbing. It was redder than he’d ever seen it before. 
Nathan let out one more scream, one that lasted for an eternity. 
He grabbed the hammer from his desk and marched back to the bathroom. He held it in his right hand with a death grip and swung it with all his might, shattering the mirror into a million pieces. 
“I’M GONNA KILL THAT BITCH!” he screamed. “I’M GONNA KILL HER!” 
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The agents were pissed. 
The calls were coming in by the minute all Monday afternoon, and not even the superstar intern Alyson could keep up with them. Vivien eventually told her to just stop answering the phone for the rest of the day, but Alyson didn’t listen to her. Around 6:30, she gave Vivien a stack of over seventy messages, all of them filled out with names, numbers, and question marks.
This will go away. They will go away.
On Tuesday morning, they went away. 
Vivien found herself in a surprisingly chipper mood in her walk from her car to the office. Her son, after a weekend of mourning his beloved Buster, had finally started showing signs of life on the morning drive to school. She had just received a call from the hospital to tell her that Brandon was taking a faster than expected turn for the better. And after a week straight of morose, cloudy days, the sun was finally showing itself in what promised to be a beautiful day in the San Fernando Valley. 
Alyson was hard at work as usual when Vivien walked into her office.
“Good morning, Vivien.”
“Hi Alyson. Any messages?”
“Just two. Tyler Stilletto called. He wanted to talk to you about why the project fell through. And Christopher Bells just called for you a few minutes ago. He said it was important.”
Vivien tried to hide her smile. “Get me Christopher on the phone, please.”
“Right away.”
Vivien set up her laptop as she put her bag under the desk. The phone started ringing immediately. 
“I have Christopher!” Alyson shouted. 
“OK! Pass him through!”
She picked up the phone and did her best to refrain from giggling. “Hey you.”
“Hello Vivien.”
“How are your storyboards coming along?” 
“They’re coming along OK, I guess. How’s your associate?”
“He’s doing great. I imagine he won’t be able to work for the next week or two, but he’s going to pull through this.”
“That’s really good to hear. And how are you doing?”
Vivien didn’t get asked this question much. She leaned back in her chair and looked up, where she could see a tiny bit of sunlight streaming through a crack in the ceiling. “I’m good, Chris. I feel like everything’s coming together. I feel like the worst is finally behind me.” 
“With only the best left to come?”
“You know it,” she said with a big smile. “Only the best.”
Christopher had been there for Vivien and Gavin all weekend. Despite his numerous trips to the bathroom, he was everything she was looking for in a man. He was forty-one years old, bright, funny, attractive, and sincere. He helped her through a weekend of melancholy over the loss of the family dog, and her self-blame over Brandon’s car accident, by taking her and Gavin to the movies and some truly exquisite dinners. He even brought the two of them to a baseball game on Sunday afternoon, which turned out to be the most fun she’d had in weeks. 
“Are you going to be at your office in the next few minutes?” he asked.
“Yes, of course. Are you in yours? You animator… actor… whatever the hell you are…”
Vivien laughed. Her one source of humor over the weekend came from Christopher’s confession that he wasn’t a professional actor at all but instead an animator working just down the hallway from her. 
“I’ll be able to take a break from my storyboards in a minute,” Christopher said. “I have something special for you.”
“Oh really? What’s that?” 
“You’ll just have to wait and see.” He hung up the phone. 
“Christopher?” He was gone. 
Alyson looked through Vivien’s closed door like a peeping tom. “Do you want me to get you Tyler Stiletto on the line?”
“No.”
“He said it was important.”
“I’m sure it is.”
“So no?”
“No. Rip up that message and throw it in the trash. I’m done talking to these childish agents. Enough already.”
Vivien checked her e-mails for a few minutes, and then realized she was starving.
“I’m gonna get something from the vending machine,” she said, looking over at Alyson. “Do you want anything?”
The intern looked stunned by the offer. “Oh, thank you. No, I’m fine.”
Vivien wanted to be a good girl, but there was nothing healthy in the machine. The best she could find was some trail mix. She deposited the eighty cents, and the machine spit out a bag that felt like ninety percent air and ten percent food.  
She walked back into the office to find Alyson’s eyes glued to her laptop. “Alyson?”
“Yes?”
If she just lost a little weight, this girl could be cute.
“As I told you yesterday, Brandon was in a car accident and will be recovering at home for the next couple of weeks.”
“Yes, I know. I think it’s awful.”
“Well,” Vivien said, “this means I need some help right now, and I was wondering, if I were to pay you, say, five hundred dollars a week, if you would considering working for me, full-time. At least, for the time being.” 
Alyson’s eyes lit up. “Really?”
“Really. I need help. And you’ve been proving yourself so well these last few weeks that I think it’s time to promote you.”
“Promote me?”
“Yes. To Casting Assistant.”
“Really? So I’m not an intern anymore?”
“Nope.” Vivien delighted in Alyson’s great joy.
“Thank you, Vivien. I promise I won’t let you down.” Alyson got up out of her chair and hugged her like she was the mother she never had.   
“All right,” Vivien said, softly pushing the girl away. “So I’ll pay you every other Friday. Your first payment will be in a week and a half.”
“Perfect. Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome. Do you want some?” Vivien held out her bag of trail mix. 
Alyson nodded and took a dinky pretzel from inside the bag. “You’re the best casting director in the world, you know that?”
Vivien was taken aback by the flattery. “Well, I don’t know about that. But thank you for the compliment.” She looked down at the telephone. It was blinking. “There’s a message. Can you see who that is?”
“Yes, of course.”
Alyson sat back down at her desk and put the phone up to her ear.
Vivien walked toward the audition room, savoring the trail mix as if she were taking the final bites of a slice of New York cheesecake. 
She looked inside to see a giant mess. The camera tripod was shoved up against the desk, and at least a dozen copies of Friday’s session sheets were sprawled on the floor.  
“Oh, brother.”
She stepped into the room and started gathering up all the sheets. She didn’t know whether to throw the pages away or keep them in a box somewhere so that ten years from now she could pull them out and laugh.
She started putting them in a pile on the right corner of the desk. 
“Oh, hello,” she heard Alyson say to someone in the hallway. “Do you have an appointment?”
Christopher. 
Vivien smiled. She started turning around, when a deafening sound almost broke her eardrums.
What… what the…
She started falling toward the floor but stopped herself by pushing her right shoulder up against the wall. 
What the fuck was that noise? 
Vivien stood still. She could hear no activity coming from the adjacent room.  
“Alyson? What was… what was that sound?”  
There was no response.
“Alyson?”
She took seven long steps to the doorway and looked to her right. Alyson was sprawled out on the ground face down. She wasn’t moving.
“Oh my God!” Vivien rushed up to her. “Alyson! Are you all right!”
She grabbed Alyson’s right shoulder and pulled her over so she could see her face. Alyson’s eyes were open. She was staring up at nothing.
There was a large hole in the center of her forehead. 
Before Vivien could scream, a hand grabbed her hair from behind and started pulling her into the audition room. 
“NOOOOO!” was all she was able to shout before the door slammed behind her. 
Next she felt a hard kick to the face. 
And then, before she was even able to look up, a bullet struck her left shoulder.
Vivien screamed at the top of her lungs, something so shrill that someone in the building was bound to hear her. She scooted back, not knowing if these were her final seconds left to live. 
She looked up to see a gun waving in her face. “Oh my God! Oh my God!” 
“Stop your screaming you dumb cunt.” 
“NATHAN!”  
“I want some explaining or I’m gonna put a fuckin’ bullet in your head I swear to God.”
Vivien put her hands up in the air. She tried to survey the area for a weapon, but there was nothing in sight. 
“Nathan, please. Calm down. Put the gun down.”
Nathan’s voice was low and creepy. “You promised me a role in your movie, Vivien. I flirted with you.”
“I… I know…”
“I fucked you.”
“I wanted you to be in the movie. You damn well know I did! The whole thing just fell out of my hands. The financing went to shit, the director—”
“YOU ARE SUCH A LIAR!” he shouted, taking another step toward her with the gun.
“No, it’s true, it happened over the weekend. Our investor got cold feet, and our director went off to start another movie. I had no control over it. I would’ve put you in this movie, I promise you.”
“Oh, is that a fact?” 
“Yes! It is!”  
Nathan looked to have lost all sense of rationality. He waved the gun around, and Vivien was waiting for it to go off at any second.
“Nathan, I promise you, I will cast you in my next movie, OK? You don’t even have to audition. I’ll put you in the lead. I’ll put you in the best—”
“Shut up, bitch.”
The hateful tone in his voice made Vivien want to throw up. She cowered in the corner of the room with her hands still in the air.
“You took me for advantage,” he said. “You promised me my dream, and then you just ripped it away.”
“No, it wasn’t my fault.”
He rushed up to her and waved the gun in her face. “STOP LYING! DO YOU WANT ME TO SHOOT YOU AGAIN!”
“No.”
“DO YOU!” 
“Please.” The pain in her shoulder was nearly unbearable.  
“This has happened to me for the last time,” Nathan said. “You casting directors think you’re Gods. Well you know what? I’m going to take great pleasure in shooting down every fucking last one of you.” 
“Nathan, please. You don’t have to do this. I will make some calls. I will get you work. I will get you your dream! I will get you—”
“Vivien?” The voice was coming from the hallway. 
Oh no. 
No, no, no, no.  
“Christopher! No! Get back!”
Nathan turned to his left and fired the gun. This time her eardrums felt like they would actually burst. 
“CHRISTOPHER! NOOOOOO!” 
He stumbled in, his left hand holding a bouquet of flowers, and his right hand holding his bleeding stomach. 
“Vivien…” Christopher’s eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he fell to the floor with a loud thud.  
“NOOOOO! NOOOOOO!”
Vivien crept up to him, crying excessively, trying to ignore the pain shooting all the way from her neck to the bottom of her left arm. She grabbed hold of him and brought him close to her. Vivien looked up at Nathan.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “Was that your boyfriend?”
“No,” she said, wiping her tears away. “No, he’s just some guy I met a few days ago.”
“An actor?”
“Yes.”
Nathan held the gun out. His eyes became colder by the second. He laughed and smiled to himself. Then he said, very quietly, “How could I have been so stupid?” 
“What?”
He stared at her, not moving his face an inch as he asked: “The movie was never real, was it?”
She opened her mouth, searching for a sentence that could keep her alive.  
“THIS IS THE POLICE!” 
Vivien turned to her right. She could hear a bombardment of footsteps coming toward her office. 
Somebody called the police. Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you.
“They’re coming for me,” Nathan said.
“This is your last chance, Nathan,” Vivien said. “Put the gun down.”
“No.”
“Put the gun down!” Vivien shouted. “They are going to shoot you!”  
Nathan didn’t move an inch. He smiled at Vivien with the same youthful, attractive grin he showed her the first time they met back in the Santa Monica acting school. “No. I think I’ve had enough of the Hollywood dream.” He took a step closer to her and pointed the gun at her face. “But first, I’m taking you with me.”
“Nathan, please,” she said, her eyes red with tears. “I have a little boy. I have a son.”
“I… DON’T… CARE!” 
“PUT THE GUN DOWN!” A police officer from the end of the hall had his gun pointed at Nathan. “PUT THE GUN DOWN OR I WILL HAVE NO CHOICE BUT TO FIRE!”
Nathan didn’t move.
“THIS IS YOUR FINAL WARNING!” the officer shouted. 
Nathan took a step back and slowly brought his gun down to his right side. He started laughing and looked down at Vivien. “You know, there’s one good thing that’s come out of all this.” Nathan cocked the gun. “You won’t have to look at this awful scar any longer.”
He smiled, stuffed the gun in his mouth, and fired.
Nathan’s brains splattered against the wall behind him, and he slumped down against the table, his head coming to rest on the stack of Friday’s session sheets. 
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Gavin yawned and continued to doodle some drawings in his creative writing notebook while surveying the other students around him. Kendyll was in the back right of the classroom, ravenously chewing on a wad of gum. She saw Gavin’s eyes roam toward her, and she glared at him. 
He turned to his left and smiled at his current girlfriend Grace. Her skin was pale white, with freckles, squinty eyes, and an adorable mole above her upper lip. 
Gavin tried to hold her hand. It was a maneuver as risky and challenging as defusing a bomb. He looked up to see his creative writing teacher writing on a chalkboard, not paying any attention to him or his hand. 
His fingers started caressing Grace’s. She was much better at hiding the flirtations than he was. Their palms met, and Gavin could swear their heartbeats were touching.
“Excuse me, Mrs. Brooks?” Gavin heard from the desk behind him. 
Their middle-aged teacher turned around. “Yes, Duncan? What is it?”
“Gavin and Grace are holding hands!”

The whole classroom burst into laughter as Gavin turned around and flicked the obese Duncan in the forehead. “What is it to you, huh?” 
“What is it to me? It’s pathetic, that’s what it is!” 
“Oh yeah? Well at least I can get a girlfriend, fatty!” 
Mrs. Brooks clapped her hands together. “Hey! Stop that!”  
“But your girlfriend isn’t even cute,” Duncan said, punching Gavin’s right shoulder.
“Owww!” Gavin slugged him back against his chest.  “You take that back!” 
“And you wanna know another thing?” Duncan asked, ignoring him. “Neither was your stupid dog!”
Gavin jumped out of his chair. “YOU ASSHOLE! I’M GONNA KILL YOU!”  
He planted his fist against Duncan’s face, and the two started wrestling on the floor.
“Stop it, boys!” the teacher shouted. “All right, that’s enough!” 
All of the students were chanting. “Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!” 
“I’ll stop if you stop,” Gavin said, not letting go.
“No, you!” Duncan shouted, blood dripping down his double chin. “You first!” 
Gavin thought his shoulder hurt from Duncan’s punch, but nothing compared to the pain of Mrs. Brooks’ sharp fingernails digging their way into his left ear. She pulled him up with the strength of a hundred men.  
“Principal’s office!” she shouted.
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Brooks—”
“NOW!” 
The agitated teacher pointed her bony index finger toward the door. He looked back at Duncan, who was smiling at him with his bloody teeth.  
Gavin’s glance at Grace made his heart sink. She wasn’t looking at him. She was staring at the wall beside her, avoiding his eye-line, like she was disappointed he didn’t win the fight. 
He shook his head as he walked toward the front door. He stopped and turned to the desk on the left. In a large pile were the short stories of last week’s assignment graded, and with comments. 
Gavin knew he only had a second or two. He bent over and saw that the top paper wasn’t his. But the one below it was. He grabbed it before Mrs. Brooks turned around, and he walked down the hallway toward the principal’s office.
Bald and super frail, the principal didn’t look happy to see Gavin again. He said the typical administrative ambiguities. “I’m calling your mother about this,” was the statement that almost made Gavin laugh.
Yeah, good luck with that, dipshit. 
When his mom didn’t pick up the phone, the scrawny man told him to go straight to detention, where he would spend the rest of the school day. 
He ended up staying in detention a half hour longer than he needed to. His mom had been increasingly late picking him up from school. Her friend Lila showed up sometimes to take him home, but sometimes even she wouldn’t show and he’d have to take a bus back to Woodland Hills. He had been able to walk to their previous home, but Lila’s place was too far. 
When Gavin stumbled out into the late afternoon sun, he was surprised to see how stunningly perfect the September weather was. The leaves were finally starting to change, and the wind was cool and calm. He sat down on the front steps of the school and watched as boys and girls around him all flocked to their moms and dads in the parking lot. An hour passed, and by five o’clock he was the last person under legal drinking age still present on school grounds. 
He took a deep breath and looked down at his cell phone. It was dead. He had forgotten to charge it.
“Oh, great.” He tapped it a couple of times, hoping for a miracle. 
He stood up and looked around as the wind started to pick up. He couldn’t wait any longer. He grabbed his backpack and started walking. 
Gavin liked a nice stroll every once in a while to clear his head. He rested his thumbs against the straps of his backpack and turned a corner. The neighborhood was silent and serene, like something out of a painting. The sun was shining through oversized trees along the quiet street. 
Now I’m close.
He passed through an intersection and made a right turn on the next street. He walked for another minute and stopped when he saw the mailbox. 
Gavin sat on the porch of his former residence, the house that his parents had made for him, and stared out at the front yard. He set his backpack down and zipped it open, some folders accidentally falling out onto the dry grass in front of him.
He pulled out his creative writing paper. He looked at the grade he had briefly glanced at in the classroom. He had seen it right the first time. It was an A.
He started leaning back against the grass, his eyes darting up toward the darkening sky, when he heard a car door slam.
Gavin sat back up. The first thing he saw was the arm sling. “Mom?”
“Hi honey.”
“What happened to your arm?” 
His mom’s hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She looked like death. 
“It’s nothing,” she said. “I had a little accident at work today.” She sat down next to him and wrapped her working arm around Gavin’s left. 
“How’d you know I was here?” he asked. 
“When you weren’t at school, I naturally assumed. You come here a lot, don’t you?”
He looked down and clasped his hands together. “I miss this house, Mom. I don’t know why we can’t go back to the way things used to be.”
She squeezed his arm, and then kissed him on the back of his neck.  
“Are you OK?” Gavin asked. 
She nodded and held him close. “I just don’t want to let you go.” She looked down at the paper resting atop the grass. “What’s that?” 
“Oh, yeah, check this out,” Gavin said, proud as ever, like he had just gotten the perfect score on his SAT. “Mrs. Brooks gave me an A on my short story.”
“Congratulations, honey! That’s great! You worked hard on that story.”
“Yeah. She thinks I should submit it to some magazines. I don’t know. I think that might be pushing it.”
“Why not?” Vivien asked. “What’s there to lose?”
Gavin turned and looked at his mom. He didn’t miss his dad any longer. He knew she was the only person he needed. 
“Gavin?”
“Yeah?”
“I want you to do anything you want, OK? Acting, writing, anything. I feel like I’ve been pressuring you lately about the whole acting thing, and I just want you to know I’m here to support you with whatever you want to do, all right?” 
She finally said it. 
Gavin smiled and put both of his hands around his mother’s for warmth. “Thanks, Mom.”
They sat in silence for a minute. Gavin took a few deep breaths, and then looked forward to see his mom’s hand trembling. “Mom?” He looked at his mother again. She had tears streaming down her face. “Mom? What is it?”
Vivien wiped her tears away, bringing Gavin closer and kissing him on his forehead. “I just wanted you to know how much I love you, how you’re my everything, how I don’t know what I’d do… you know… if I lost you…” 
“I know.”
They locked eyes for a moment. Another tear fell down Vivien’s right cheek. “And I won’t let anything ever happen to you. You understand me?” 
“I know, Mom.”
She continued to cry as she leaned to her right and started hugging him.
Gavin hugged her back. He smiled and looked up to see a hundred stars sprawled across the evening sky. 
Perfect, he thought.Absolutely perfect.
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On Wednesday morning, Brandon’s phone wouldn’t stop ringing.
But it wasn’t Vivien who kept calling him. He hadn’t talked to her since Monday, when she revealed to him early in the day that she was putting an end to The Men by blaming a bailing director and financing problems.  
He was in his apartment in Universal City, resting in bed, his head smashed against two large pillows.
What do you want from me, Mom? 
He looked over at his phone to see that his doting mother wanted yet another update on his wellbeing, even though she had called just three hours ago. 
“I’m fine, Mom,” he said to himself. “Just let me rot in peace.” 
He took the next minute to reach for the TV remote. He had to roll over twice in order to grab it. When he got comfortable, he took five deep breaths, each one more dramatic than the last, as if he had just completed the world’s most exhausting triathlon. 
Brandon hit the power button on the remote to turn on the TV, but nothing happened. He hit it a few more times, and then started whacking it against the side of the bed. He opened the back to see that a battery was missing.
“Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” 
He threw the remote against his framed poster of Blue Velvet and rolled over to his left side. He ached all over but tried to ignore the pain.
Brandon had been released from the hospital at the end of the weekend, but he was instructed to at least a week of bed rest. 
I should get hit by a car more often, he thought.  
Brandon looked at this rare opportunity as a much-deserved break from his job. He had been working for Vivien day and night for two years, and it was time to take a vacation, even if that vacation was sedentary boredom on his double mattress at home. 
Derek had come by to see him every day. Brandon was still mad about the whole kissing thing, but Derek convinced him that the infidelity hadn’t meant a thing and that he really, truly loved him. Brandon knew most of that was crap, but he forgave him, anyway. He needed to. He couldn’t imagine life without him.   
Brandon sat up and tried to stretch. He was able to move his arms forward but not upward. His back started hurting again, and he took another Vicodin.  
He still felt raw about running over that dog. He hoped that one day Vivien’s kid would forgive him. She knew that Vivien was never emotionally close to the mutt and that she probably wouldn’t fire him over it.  
But Gavin was another story. 
Don’t hate me forever. I need you to be in my life when you turn eighteen. 
Brandon made his way over to the mirror. He frowned and turned to his side, revealing a belly that hadn’t been this flabby since the fourth grade, a time when he would spend his evenings dunking Oreos into chocolate milk.  
His phone started ringing back in the bedroom.
“Jesus!” he shouted. “Mom! Give it a rest!”    
He almost tripped on the power chord behind the TV on his way over to the phone, an accident that might have landed him in the hospital again, with the promise of even more time off from work. He recovered, disappointingly, and grabbed the phone off his nightstand.
“Mom, what are you—”
“Is this Brandon Reed?” It was a male voice.
“Uhh, yeah. Who’s calling?” 
“Hi, Brandon. So happy I got a hold of you. Do you have a minute?”
The voice was low and husky. He looked at his Caller ID and, oddly enough, recognized the number.
“Uhh, sure. How can I help you?”
Brandon heard the man clear his throat on the other end. “Mr. Reed, this is Tyler Stiletto.” 
“Tyler Stiletto? From Paragon?”
“That’s correct.”
Brandon was bewildered. He sat down on the bed, with difficulty. “How’d you get this number?” 
“I wanted to talk to you about something very important,” Tyler said. “Is there any way you can make your way over to our office?”
His office? For what?
Brandon knew he shouldn’t. He’d be lucky to convince anyone that he was in an acceptable condition to drive, let alone hop scotch around a major talent agency.
“Of course,” Brandon said without delay. “When?”
“Now.”
“Now?” 
“Please come quickly. I have something very exciting to discuss with you.”
---
Paragon was a relatively new agency, started in 2006 by just a couple of agents from United Talent Agency, but it had grown substantially in the last few years. While the agency represented a handful of writers and directors, most of Paragon’s client base was actors, leaving Brandon confused as to what he was doing there. 
From the outside, the building looked like any other. It had a big, fancy see-through door and some nifty black architecture. 
He made his way inside, trying his best not to look like he was in horrific pain, and turned toward the main receptionist. “Excuse me?”
The young blonde woman sported a big fake grin. “Yes? How can I help you?”
“I have a meeting with Tyler Stiletto. He told me to get here as quickly as possible.”
“Oh, are you Brandon?”
He looked at her confused and a little scared. “Uhh, yeah.”
“You’re young.” She took a step back and grabbed a large yellow clipboard. “Please. Follow me.”
Brandon followed her past thirty offices, a media room, and a couple of vending machines. She stopped at the big office at the end of the hallway. 
“Wait here,” she said, disappearing into the room. 
For one of the first times in his life, Brandon was truly nervous. His heart started beating rapidly, and his nose, of all things, started running. 
What am I doing here? 
The receptionist stepped outside and forced a smile. “They’re ready to see you now.” She walked down the hallway and disappeared behind a series of cubicles. 
Brandon turned back toward the closed door.
They?
He opened the door and looked inside to see three men in a giant office. The younger one was sitting in a leather chair in front of a desk and computer screen. The other two men were older and sitting on a sofa. Brandon knew without a word of dialogue spoken that the guy at the desk was definitely Tyler.
“Brandon Reed,” he said. “Just the guy I’ve been looking for. Welcome.”
Tyler stood up and shook Brandon’s hand. Brandon nodded to him, a bit too forcefully, and took a step forward.
“Please,” Tyler said, “have a seat.”
Brandon took the only seat left in the room. 
“Brandon,” Tyler said, “please say hello to Mr. Carpenter and Mr. Ayres.”    
“Hello,” Brandon said, briefly smiling at the two old geezers. 
He kept his eyes on the man of the hour and thought this agent was at least seven years too old for him. Still, though, for a guy in his thirties, this Stiletto guy was gorgeous.
“So you’re probably wondering why I asked you here today,” Tyler said.
Brandon started nodding like an epileptic. “Yes. Yes, I was.” 
Tyler put his palms face down on his giant desk. “Mr. Reed, I got word a couple of days ago that a project I was covering here at Paragon, one which we all loved, was suddenly and without warning terminated. The questionable reason we got was financing issues. I’m, of course, talking about your script The Men, which some guy named David Smith was going to direct.”
Brandon couldn’t believe what he was hearing. This agent in great power was lovingly discussing the script he had punched out in four days.
“Yes, right,” Brandon said. “Financing issues.”
“Anyway, I did some digging, and I found out that not only do you not have any representation, your script is without a home.”
“Yes,” Brandon said, intrigued. “That’s correct.” 
“Now I typically deal with actors and have so far only signed one other writer. But, well, let’s just say a slot recently opened up in my clientele. Brandon, I’d like to represent you.”
He couldn’t believe his ears. This moment was a dream years in the making. Ever since he graduated from USC five years ago, he had been looking for a literary agent to represent one of his screenplays. He spent over two years writing a gay-themed science fiction script that won three major screenwriting competitions, but still, after all of his hard work, no Hollywood agent had wanted to work with him.  
Brandon didn’t feel his back pain any longer. He sat up and smiled. “I’m in shock. I don’t know what to say.”
“I got access to some of your work online,” Tyler continued. “That romantic comedy you wrote that updates the old Moliere story? Brilliant stuff. And we watched some of your short films. I think you’ve got a tremendous gift, Brandon, and I wanted to scoop you up before someone else beat me to it. That is, if you want me.”
I want you, Tyler Stiletto. I want you so bad.
“Yes. Yes, of course.” Brandon wanted to cry, but he maintained his composure as best he could.
“But that’s not all,” Tyler said, motioning his right hand to the sofa in the corner. “These fine gentlemen over here have some things to say as well.”
Brandon brought his eyes to the other two. One was fat; the other was fatter. Otherwise, they looked like twins.
Mr. Carpenter talked first. “Brandon, I’m sure you’re sick to death of the compliments, but your script is great, and it’s exactly the kind of genre and story Mr. Ayres and I have been looking for. We run Tailgate Pictures and have a first-look deal with Sony.”
Brandon’s jaw dropped. “Wow.”
Mr. Ayres took the microphone. “Brandon, we want to buy your script.” 
The producer looked to his partner Mr. Carpenter, as if to raise the anticipation of his next sentence. Tyler put his feet up on his desk and crossed his arms like a proud papa.
Brandon didn’t think the news could get any better.
It did.
 “And we want you to direct it.”
Brandon fell out of his chair, and when his back hit the glass table behind him, he let out a scream so loud a mailroom intern called the police. 

-Six Months Later-
I’m enormous. 
Vivien tried to get comfortable but struggled. She decided to lean back in her chair as much as possible.
She turned to her right to see Brandon going over his notes, speed reading through each page like he was cramming for an exam. 
“Are you ready?” Vivien asked.
“Not yet,” he said. “Just give me like two more minutes.”
“One minute.”
“Fine.”
Vivien glanced down at today’s session sheet for The Men. It was only six pages long, but the high profile talent her associate had lined up was nothing short of spectacular. 
She started grinning as she looked around her new office. Vivien had moved to a new casting studio in West Hollywood in early December, and she found the transition nearly seamless. Mary, her director friend, had helped her secure a deal, and she was paying the same amount of rent for nearly twenty percent more space, with the entire second floor of the building dedicated to her business. Her office in Chatsworth, and everything that came with it, would forever be a nightmare swept under the dirty kitchen rug.
Brandon set his pen down and cleared his throat. “OK, I think I’m ready.”
“All right. Let’s do this.” Vivien tried to stand up but couldn’t. She looked at Brandon, embarrassed. “Can you help me?
He smiled. “Of course.”
He helped pull her up by her arms as she balanced her weight against the table to the right of her. 
“Thank you, kind sir,” she said.
She made her way to the audition room door. It was halfway open, and she was able to look into the waiting room to see five actors nervously awaiting their moments in the spotlight. 
Vivien walked into the waiting room and nodded at the young men. She recognized all but one, a guy with long braids who looked more like a rock star than an actor. She thought all of them were attractive, but her feelings went no further than that. Ever since the incident in her Chatsworth office, she had refrained from trying to date or bed actors. Even looking at them the wrong way gave her chills.
“Hey you,” she said to her son.
“Hey Mom.” Gavin’s voice was deeper, and one lone pimple sat above his left eyebrow like a mole with attitude. 
“Has everyone signed in?”
“Of course,” he said with a knowing grin. 
Gavin had been assisting her lately with the busy casting sessions. She didn’t have an intern at the moment. She didn’t want one.
Vivien put her hands together and smiled at the eager faces. “All right, let’s bring back the first one who signed in.”
A young man she recognized the most among the crowd picked up his bag and bottled water and stood up.           
“Come with me,” she said. 
He followed her toward the audition room. They passed one office along the way, and it wasn’t Vivien’s.
She turned to her left and grabbed the young man’s bag. “Here, let me give this to my associate.”
“Oh, thank you,” he said, handing it to her. “Be careful. It’s heavy.”
“Hey, I’m stronger than you might think.”
She handed it to her associate. He was munching on some granola. He chewed sloppily as he took the actor’s bag. 
“Thanks, Tom,” she said. 
Vivien took a step forward and tossed Tom a check. “Second payment just came in. Third will be here next week.”
“Awesome! Thanks, boss!” He turned back to his granola, stuffing his hand into the box as if he were searching for a hidden toy. 
Tom had been working for Vivien since January. Not a lot had changed about the former intern, except that he had become a much quicker thinker, and vomited only when approached about working weekends.
“You’re welcome,” Vivien said and opened the door to the audition room. 
She looked to her left to see that the HD camera was set up on the tripod. Derek stood behind it with surprising confidence, like he knew what buttons to push and what the blinking red light actually meant. Vivien glanced below the camera to see Derek touching hands with Brandon. When she stepped into the room, their hands detached.
Brandon stood up from his chair. “Hello,” he said to the first actor of the day.
Vivien put her arm out toward Brandon. “Everyone, this is Garrett Skyler. Garrett, this is our director, Brandon Reed.” She pointed to her left and continued. “And this is Derek on camera. And Lila here is going to be reading with you.”
Derek didn’t even look at Garrett, but Lila, dressed in a sexy skirt and appearing more radiant than ever, waved to him as if she had already lined up her next husband. Her divorce from Walter had been finalized just two weeks ago.
“Good morning,” Lila said with a naughty grin. Garrett didn’t respond. 
The actor and director shook hands as Vivien took her seat. She exhaled deeply and wondered how many more times she would have to get up throughout the day.
It’s good for you, she thought. You need the exercise, you fat pig. 
Brandon crossed his arms and smiled at Garrett, who looked ready to get started. “All right, Mr. Skyler. You’re reading for the role of Jesse, correct?” 
“That’s correct.”
“Perfect,” Brandon said. “Do you have any questions before we begin?”
“I don’t think so. I’ll just go into it, and you tell me what you want to change. Do you want me sitting or standing?”
“Standing would be great.”
Garrett stood up straight, his hands at his sides. 
Everybody looked ready, except for Derek. He clearly wasn’t as versed in camera operating as Vivien had hoped.
“Brandon,” he said. “The camera’s not turning on.”
“Did you put the new battery in?” 
“Oh crap.” Derek turned around and started digging through a large camera bag. 
Brandon turned to the actor and smiled. “Sorry about that. Will just be a moment.”
Garrett, a young man barely over the legal drinking age but with more auditioning experience than seasoned character actors, nodded and sat down in a chair. 
He stared at the floor, and then peered up at Vivien. “Thanks for bringing me in on this.”
“Of course,” Vivien said.
He nodded at her. “You look good.”
Vivien responded to his flattery by drawing a large star next to his name on the session sheet. He could charm her all he wanted, but he was going to have to bring the talent. She wasn’t attracted to him. She liked men closer to her age. She knew this now.
Christopher, I miss you.
“Thank you, Garrett.”
“When’s the big day?” he asked.
She turned to her right and glared at Derek, slowly but finally turning the camera on. He started sweating, and Vivien undesirably got a glimpse in her head of what he and Brandon did behind closed doors. 
She turned back to Garrett.  “Soon,” she said.
Derek hit a button and a red light started blinking. “OK, I got it.”
“All right,” Vivien said. “Is everyone ready?”
Lila, her legs crossed in a revealing manner, nodded to her with a smile, as did both Derek and Brandon. 
Garrett stood back up and moved the chair to the side. It was time to begin.
“OK,” Vivien said.
She leaned forward and felt the sensation for the third time today. She wanted to tell every member in the room what was happening, but she didn’t. She put her right hand on her belly, which in the last couple of months had grown to the size of a basketball.   
She’s kicking again. 
Vivien zoned in on the actor and clicked her pen for good luck. “Garrett?”
“Yes?” 
“Slate your name.”

# # #
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