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          TRISTAN

        

      

    

    
      There’s something about being British that does insidious things to women.My voice is no longer my voice but instead a tool. And I use it. I use it well.

      Right now, my tone is one I hope will convey my annoyance to my manager, Clarke, and it likely is. But it’s also making his assistant squirm in her seat. She’s a pert thing. Too young for me to consider as more than a pleasant thing to look at, but certainly an eye-catching distraction from my current situation.

      I’m one week away from playing the role I've been dying to play since I first stepped foot on the stage of my middle school play of Sense and Sensibility.

      There are roles you lose, roles you hold on to as years pass when projects stay in pre-production hell, and roles you want desperately to forget.

      This is a role I have never forgotten. The part I have been waiting to play my entire life.

      And my leading lady? Hollywood’s darling? She had to drop out one week before filming due to another film schedule running off the tracks. You can’t count on superhero action flicks to adhere to any sort of manageable schedule at times. I should know. I’ve had my time monopolized and chewed up, but wearing a cape is a bloody brilliant way to spend your time.

      “This was supposed to be perfect, you know,” I run a hand over my face. Noting my stubble is getting a bit wild. “It’s supposed to go off without a hitch. Be a dream. Or at least be as surreal as the dreams I’ve had about this role.”

      “I know. But you know how those productions go. Cameron can’t drop out of Hero League. The money is too good. And it’ll expose her to a new fanbase,” my manager says matter-of-factly.

      “I know,” I groan. I’ve worked with Cameron Stone in the past. She’s lovely, and I want great things for her career. “She’s on the uphill, and it’d be foolish to turn it down. I just…the screen test was so bloody brilliant with her. And after those horrid months with Bernard as my lone co-star in Travesty I quite looked forward to the idea of working with someone I got along with.”

      Clarke smirks.

      I chuckle, “No, the irony is not lost on me that the bloody film was called Travesty…” My last film shoot was with a man I hope never to see again. Bernard Barrister is an icon, a three-time Oscar winner. And the man rarely bathed.

      And had rancid breath.

      And hated me.

      I just spent a long winter filming in the mountains with him. I’d looked forward to filming a role I’d coveted since I was a boy—largely due to my late father—with a beautiful woman.

      “I’m sure you’ll have the chance to work with Cameron again,” Clarke assures me. “She’s disappointed as well.”

      I nod, the anxiety slowly working out of me. I know the casting director will find someone worthy of taking Cameron’s place. It’s been easy for me to land co-stars. All I have to do is name them in an interview and I have them. Or, if that doesn’t work, have my manager make a phone call.

      My name will always be the first bill, top of the movie poster. And those attached to mine? Their star rises. I don’t make the rules. I just follow them…and benefit from them. And I’ve benefitted from this rule since I started talking. Since I acted out my first starring role in my parents’ living room.

      Tristan Kane—British heartthrob, Oscar nominee, tabloid obsession. And, let’s never forget, son of Sir Cosgrove Kane. I don’t make the rules, and I don’t make my titles. They’re given to me, whether I want them or not.

      At thirty-six years old, I’m one of the highest-paid actors in Hollywood. Everything I touch turns to gold, save for my relationships. And I’ve had my fair share of them. I spent my twenties sleeping through the A-list crowd, never settling down, or wanting to—until I met a writer who made me want to try out the monogamy thing because some argued she was great for me on paper.

      As predicted, I fucked it all up. Maybe in rebellion.

      I’ve always been a performer. It started when I saw the way women lit up around my father, much to my mother’s dismay. I’ve always wanted to create a blush in a woman. To see them smile, stifle a laugh at a joke. And I’ve always wanted to make my father proud, to be just like him, not just in appearance. 

      I shake my head, glancing at Clarke before I reach for my coffee. “So who will we pull in last minute? Does Whitehorse have his eye on anyone?”

      The director, Adam Whitehorse, is a good friend of mine, and it isn’t the first time I’ve worked with him. It’s thanks to him I almost captured an Oscar. Or, maybe it’s thanks to me that he has his. We could go back and forth on it for hours, and we have.

      Clarke leans back in his seat as well, bringing his hands to his temple. “Yes. They have someone in mind. They’ve had someone in mind, same as you. But she couldn’t do it when casting started last year. And there was also the case of whether you would agree to it. They didn’t want to risk it. Adam knew you would hate it.”

      At this, I nearly choke on the coffee traveling down my throat. I recover quickly. “Risk losing me?” I ask, a cold chill moving through me. My mind goes to her immediately. 

      Because when it comes to my hate or the feeling I’m masking, her name is at the forefront of my mind. She’s the thorn in my side, and I feel the pinch of it every time our names are said in the same sentence. And it happens often. Images of us kissing on a street corner are forever immortalized online and in print if you’re the kind to read grocery store checkout lane garbage.

      And our chemistry onscreen? It’s forever immortalized. You can’t erase the impact a movie has on an audience. And you can’t erase the effect a co-star will have on your career. Or the effect their touch will have on your personal life.

      Over five years ago, I fell closer and closer into the grey area with said co-star. All while in a relationship with the first woman to make me consider settling down—Bestselling Author Seraphina Daniels.

      I cheated on Sera, foolishly letting myself be caught by the paparazzi as I kissed her. The same co-star I’d been kissing on screen for weeks.

      She’s like a drug, one I hate and want in my veins all at once.

      I was drawn to her pouty mouth, her fair skin. Her cruel words and the bruises on her arms, put there by another man.

      I wanted to break that woman open so that I could see everything inside, and I let that lust compel me to betray someone I said I loved.

      “Tell me you’re not going to say that name,” I close my eyes, let out a long breath.

      Clarke sighs as well, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I can’t do that, Tristan. You know she’s the only one who can do this alongside you. You know the only one who can play this role is Jo.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BANE OF MY EXISTENCE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          JO

        

      

    

    
      You shouldn’t trust women in Hollywood. Shit, you shouldn’t trust women anywhere. They’ll stab you in the back. I would know. I’ve pierced a few.

      The girl before me looks sweet, a tad naïve. This city will eat her alive before long, and she’ll be running back to whatever town in middle America birthed her doe-eyed ass. Not my problem. My problem, at this very moment, are the words coming out of her mouth.

      “He’s not...he’s not going to make it,” she says again, wincing.

      “What do you mean?” It’s more a hiss than a question.

      “He said...he said he missed his flight.” She ends the sentence more confidently. Good girl.

      The he in question is my wayward boyfriend, Francis. He’s supposed to be coming in from Madrid to spend the weekend with me before filming starts on my next film. And yet, he isn’t on my doorstep.

      The sick feeling I’ve had in my stomach for the past week is proving right as usual. Trust your guts, ladies. It never lies, and yet, we ignore it consistently.

      The girl delivering this news to me with the kind of fear a B-Movie actress would in a horror film is my manager's assistant. I didn’t realize managing me required two people, but here we are. Here we are in this hellhole of a city that I loathe but subject myself to year after year.

      “Thank you, Belle. That’ll be all. Why don’t you take the day off? Tell Isla the same. I want to be alone.”

      The girl nods and hurries out of my foyer. As soon as I hear her car pull away, and shortly after, Isla’s as well, I breathe easy.

      I could text my boyfriend—Francis—right now, ask him about his bullshit excuse that he missed his flight. But I don’t have the strength, and quite frankly, I planned to end the relationship after he visited, anyway. I just wanted him here to fuck me. I have an itch to scratch, and I need to scratch it before I have to look into the eyes of my co-star when filming starts.

      I pad into my living room, then plop onto my couch, staring at my toes. They’re a pretty shade of pink, one my hair has often been. It’s blonde now and has been for years. It’s hard to keep wild hair when you’re donning different faces for roles.

      I miss the colors, and at times, miss the man who was in my life when I was the girl with pink hair.

      I don’t have access to a single one of my verified social media accounts and haven’t for years, but word travels fast when people want you to know they have information that can wound you.

      My ex-boyfriend Sean das Dores—the biggest pop star in the world—has reunited with his scandalous former lover, his uncle’s ex-wife. I knew it would happen, eventually. Dating models and smiling for the camera didn’t fool me.

      He’s on my tv when the Grammys air. He’s on Netflix with a new documentary. He’s on the radio when I start my car, and she lives in his songs, a place I always wanted to exist. Sean was my first love, and there is no face he can make that I cannot read, no chorus he can sing that I won’t tear apart.

      If only he’d been as skilled at reading me. Then he would have tossed me to the curb ages ago, before his star rose and the world fell at his feet.

      I pull my phone out and look over the text from my former co-star, Bastian. He meant well, I think, in telling me. Seven years is a long time to be missing from someone’s life. Maybe he thought it wouldn’t hurt me. But I’ve felt sick for days over the news.

      It could be other news making me ill, but I don’t want to think about that. Him. And I don’t want to be honest with myself right now.

      A knock at my door pulls me from my stupor. Who the hell? I have a gate at the end of my drive. No one should be at my door.

      The familiar feeling of sweat at my spine washes over me, the icy chill taking me to the past and back to the present. The whiplash is nauseating.

      I pull up the security camera on my phone and check the front door. It’s Isla. I hop up, wiping my damp brow, and go to the door.

      When I open the door, I force a tight-lipped smile, eyebrow raised. “I thought you left. Didn’t Midwest-Mary tell you I didn’t need anything else for the day?” 

      Isla, my loyal manager, smiles, crossing her arms. “Yes, I was making calls in the car. Are you okay?”

      I know why she’s asking. I hate being alone. I actively avoid being alone at all costs. Perhaps it’s the reason I have a manager and an assistant. And a boyfriend I don’t even like. 

      “I’m fine,” I groan, the lie apparent in my tone, stepping aside to let her in.

      She smiles a smile of triumph and walks past me. “Is it the Sean thing?” she asks, reaching for my hand when I close the door. I pull away before she can reach me.

      Isla’s a touchy-feely person, and I tolerate it when I can. I’m not touchy-feely unless the touch gets me something in return. Letting her hug me only gives something away. And I’m not too fond of that.

      I roll my eyes before walking past her into my kitchen. “I barely know the boy anymore. Not like we kept in touch.” Why would he want to speak to me?  

      “Well, I don’t think he’s a boy anymore,” Isla smirks, earning a glare from me.

      Years ago, I had an affair with Sean’s uncle, thrusting my ex into his own with his uncle’s wife. And now they’re back together. They got a happily ever after, and I got a restraining order on the man I fucked behind my boyfriend’s back.

      It serves me right, right?

      I shiver, running my hand over my goosebump-covered arms, fighting the urge to run to the bathroom to throw up. It’s never safe when someone is in my house. “No, I suppose he isn’t a boy anymore.” I stare at Isla hard, and she swallows slowly.

      Isla and I aren’t friends, as much as she would like for us to be, but at times she’s the closest thing I have to one.

      “Is it him then?” she asks, avoiding my eyes.

      “Francis? No. He’s busy. I know he gets busy.” I don’t believe he’s busy, and I don’t think he missed his flight. My boyfriend, or soon-to-be newest ex, has no backbone. And he’s scared of me. He always has been. He backs down from every fight we have. And that used to be what I wanted, but it isn’t anymore. 

      I wave my hand in the air, bored with Francis talk. But Isla shakes her head.

      I need her to get to the point. What him is it? I have a laundry list of hims in my life.

      “Is it the movie? Is it Tristan?”

      At that name, my heart stills. 

      Tristan Kane. The man I hate and want. The bane of my existence. 

      My new co-star.
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          TRISTAN

        

      

    

    
      The week flies by leading up to my arrival in the Midwest. I haven’t been to this part of the country…since I scrambled to Missouri to convince Sera to forgive me after what I did to her. If she could see me now, what would she say? 

      Likely nothing since I believe she’s married to the bloke she met all those years ago when I fucked her over and cheated on her—with Jo—the woman I’m about to spend four months with. On location. Away from Hollywood, away from all the places we occasionally intersect and pretend we don’t know each other as we smile for the cameras when they catch us.

      I can pretend to like Jo. It’s good for my career to like her. But the truth and the lies we tell ourselves are often ugly twins. I can’t be near her. When I’m near her, I want to look inside that head of hers. She has snakes in there. And the kind of venom you can become addicted to.

      And those cameras? The bloody paparazzi? They like to find us together. Because then the gossip mags they sell them to can quote whatever interview with Jo they can dig up that casts me in a less than favorable light. Where she describes me as being an okay co-star, or not very…generous. If you know what I mean.

      Hollywood doesn’t like arrogant women. And Jo is nothing if not sure of herself.

      So she’s always stayed on the fringes. She isn’t a household name. She’s never won an award. She hasn’t been doing this since she came out of the womb as I have, but she can out-act me any day of the week. It pisses me off and also instills in me the belief that everything she says can be a lie. I don’t imagine she knows the truth herself sometimes.

      I don’t want to be caught off guard here. My assistant hugged me before I left for the airport because I gave him a brief vacation. I don’t want to be micro-managed or watched while I’m here with Jo. Clarke will watch me enough. 

      The air is crisp in Missouri when I land. I exit my jet plane, a backpack on my shoulder, and my luggage being directed out the end of the aircraft.

      I haven’t taken a drive in the country in ages, and it’s another reason I told my assistant to take the first few weeks of this shoot off. I want to drive myself around in silence. In peace. Away from Hollywood, and it’s bullshit.

      There will be no peace here when everything collides.

      I wonder if Jo is still dating that model. 

      He liked to post pictures of her on his social media. I wondered if she knew since she doesn’t run her social media. They tore her to shreds years ago when she broke that poor pop singer’s heart, and she likes to stay away from that. It’s a shame. I betrayed Sera, and the media gave me a shit time, but the dust settled in a couple of months.

      I’m Hollywood’s golden boy. Well, I was in my twenties. What am I now? Golden man? God, I need to stop obsessing over my bloody self.

      I round the plane and see a white convertible waiting on me. A man in a black suit stands next to it, nodding when I approach. “Tristan Kane. Big fan. I know I’m not supposed to say that, but I had to,” he smiles, his rapid-fire words causing me to do so in return. He holds out the keys to the car, and I take them, giving him a nod. “Thank you, sir,” is all I say. I don’t feel like turning on the charm right now. I need the quiet.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket as I open the door to the car, and I can’t help but groan.

      I’m never alone. And I hate it. I want to be alone more than I want the money I’ll make for my role in this film, and the money my production team will make as well.

      It’s a labor of love, but I’m burnt out.

      I throw my backpack in the back of the car and pull my phone from my pocket before sitting down.

      It’s my sister, Penelope. Don’t fall for Medusa again, she warns.

      I laugh. God. She’ll never forgive me for fucking around with Jo all those years ago, and fucking over her favorite author. I think she still keeps in touch with Sera occasionally. But Sera is the kind to sever entire chapters of her life, and everyone who played a part in them. So I think she’s pretty distant in her interactions with my sister. And Pen blames me. Rightfully so.

      Don’t fuck your sister’s idols. I’ll tell you that much.
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          JO

        

      

    

    
      Missouri is a dumbass name. Let’s just call it what it is—misery. That’s what I am in here, stuck in the middle of nowhere and filled with the kind of hicks I want nothing to do with.

      I never wanted to come here years ago with Sean, and I don’t want to be here now. But I’m just a face in this movie, and I don’t call the shots. I’m tired of living life in the passenger seat, yanking the wheel when I need to escape. I’m tired of the life I’ve built. It was shiny and exciting once, but I’m not that pink-haired girl running away from home anymore. I want to build my own.

      The drive to our location is short and dull.

      We’re in what they call the boot hill, where the novel this movie is based on is set.

      Hollywood loves to chase the hottest books, but this book was hot, maybe fifty years ago? I remember Tristan talking about it. It’s one of his favorite novels, his father’s favorite novel, and he’s been trying to have this story put on the silver screen for a decade. What a laugh that he has to share the glory with me. Someone he can hardly bear to look at unless he’s being paid to.

      Men love to blame you for where they want to put their dick. Or lips. As if we’re sirens luring them to the cliffs. This isn’t some fairytale, and I didn’t make Tristan Kane cheat on his girlfriend all those years ago. No one makes Tristan do anything he doesn’t want to. I should know.

      I wanted him to get lost in me, to rescue me. To make me feel like I’m more than the girl men turn to for a cheap thrill. His friendship on set felt like my saving grace. I built him up in my head, the same way the world did. But what he saw in me was a woman escaping a ghost, escaping Apollo, my abusive ex, and his rage. He saw the opportunity to help a lost woman, not someone to love. The kiss on the street the paparazzi caught? It wasn’t what it looked like.

      And then, he went chasing after his ex, Sera. He wanted her back. He’d made a mistake with me. It was obvious after, when my head descended from the fucking clouds. And my heart has never recovered.

      So I made sure the world knew, in every interview I got, that he was a mistake of mine as well.

      I tap my forehead on the window in the back seat of the car, flanked by my security team, taking me to the location.

      Isla, sitting in the back with me, turns my way. “Hey, you okay?”

      The you okay questions are going to get old quick.

      “I’m fine. I always feel sick after I fly.” A lie. I’ve flown all over the world. I don’t get sick—not over heights or men. But it’s a tried-and-true excuse to throw up in the airport bathroom without suspicion. 

      She pats my hand, and I fight the urge to groan. Seriously with the touchy-feely shit. Save it for your real friends, Is. I’m your employer. I want to tell her I don’t like it. But the one person I’d rather not be a raging cunt to is the woman who spends most of her time with me. Up my ass. Managing my life.

      “Did you hear who one of the writers is on this?”  Isla asks.

      “No, who?” I don’t care.

      “Severin Thompson. Did you ever see Not Friends, Not Lovers? It’s one of my favorites. I love the drama of it all. I hate that I get so sucked into love triangles. I would never want that for my life, but on screen? In books? Hell. Yes.”

      “I never saw that one.” Maybe I’ll watch it in my trailer. I suspect I’ll be spending a lot of time there.

      When I was younger, maybe I would have determined making Tristan’s life a living hell during this shoot would be the best idea…and a load of fun. But I’m getting a little old for this shit, perhaps.

      And being the Hollywood bad girl is a role you can only play for so long before they get bored with it. Shannon Doherty? How long was she able to play that role before the world tired of it? She was a little before my time, so I didn’t get to see it play out, sure. But I know my mother loved her. Shit, Isla is right. The world loves a love triangle. Let’s not forget Dylan, Brenda, and Kelly on 90210.

      Out my window, the cornfields and rolling hills finally give way to a town. A blip of a town. Some one-lane horse and buggy kind of place. And no sooner are we in it than we are out of it.

      “Shit, was there a coffee shop back there at all?” Isla mumbles.

      I laugh. First time since I got this role, I think.

      The shooting location is a ranch. It’s been abandoned for five years. The owners passed, and the family couldn’t part with it. So very dreary, but the movie we’re shooting isn’t exactly a pleasant thing. It involves murder and romance, and…I have to be a mother. A role I’ve never played. A part I want to play in real life.

      I hope the little kid who is playing my son isn’t an asshole.

      I have no idea how to talk to children. I’m sure Tristan does. He can charm anyone. He’s delighted the entire world time and time again, onscreen and in interviews. Even when he fucks up they line up to forgive him.

      He isn’t charming me this time, though.

      Instead, I’ll treat him the way I did when we first met.

      The way he deserves to be treated.
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      PAST

      After the scandal of Sean and I years ago, I went to work. I used my reputation as a villain to my advantage. I leveraged the connections I made while being the girlfriend of Sean das Dores. The ties that hadn’t dropped me, anyway. My reward was a CHANEL No. 5 advertising film. The commercial tells an entire romantic story in three minutes—the story of two sinners falling in love. 

      When the world labels you, lean into those labels. Turn them on their head and use them as a weapon. And villains? Everyone loves them. From Disney Villains to the bad guys in your favorite movies. They’re sexy. Women want them caught and put behind bars, but they also want to fuck them.

      My co-star in the commercial had never been the clean-cut Hollywood boy. He didn’t have a nice boy face. Which is why he landed the role of a comic book villain. And why he milked that on-camera persona. Our business is our body and face. We sell it, and worry about the soul part later.

      I’d been excited to work with Tristan Kane. He was beautiful, an Oscar contender, and his father was a legend. I knew any connection I had to him would benefit me. I thought so anyway. Time would eventually turn everything between us bitter and grey. 

      We were on the beach for the first shoot, tents erected for hair and makeup, extras mingling in the sand.

      Tristan was being touched up for the camera, and we had yet to meet officially. So I made my way to him when I was camera-ready to say hello. But his words as I approached stopped me, and I hid behind the curtain separating us.

      “What’s she been in?” Tristan asked. I could see him scrolling through his phone.

      “Just some indie stuff. Lower-level modeling gigs,” the man next to him said.

      Tristan laughed, glancing at the beach. “What did she do wrong?”

      “What’s that?” 

      “What did she fuck up? Why her for the villain?” Tristan leaned to the side, giving the makeup artist access to the other side of his face.

      The man next to him spoke again. “You listen to any of that kid Sean das Dores’ music?”

      “That pretty Canadian kid? I saw him on Corden last week. All teeth?”

      I shiver at my ex’s name.

      “Yeah. That’s him. She’s his ex. Canadian too. She slept with his uncle.”

      I blew out a breath, covering my mouth quickly.

      “Oh shit. Yeah, I think I saw something about that on Twitter.”

      “Bad publicity is still publicity, right?” The man laughs, and Tristan joins him.

      “Should my manager be telling me that? What if I get some ideas?” Tristan raises an eyebrow.

      The manager arches a brow. “You’re on the straight and narrow now. Steady girlfriend? That’s the angle we’re working at now. Don’t hit on the girl.”

      Tristan shakes his head, and the makeup girl walks away. “Don’t worry. I’ll never involve myself with that kind of trash. My father raised me better than that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EVERYONE LOVES A SCANDAL
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      She’s almost here. I can feel her.

      Beside me, my manager Clarke, who arrived a few hours before me, sighs. “Don’t go down memory lane already,” he warns just as his phone rings. He takes the call, walking down the front steps of the house.

      And I do exactly what he told me not to. I allow myself this rebellion.
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      She was breathtaking the first time I saw her. Standing on the beach, arms crossed, looking out at the waves. She was about 5’7. Maybe 110 pounds. Her hair was nearly white as the sand, skin pale as the white caps of the waves. The makeup they put around her eyes was black. Lips were red. She had a Cruella Deville thing going on, except no black hair.

      I walked to her, a confident smile on my face. She turned to me as I approached. “Hi,” I said, offering my hand. She didn’t take it. Just nodded. And that’s how we introduced ourselves.

      I’ve met plenty of people unimpressed with the idea of Tristan Kane. I wasn’t my father. But none to that degree. Especially someone who had only done some indie work and a few modeling gigs. She was more well known for her scandal than anything.

      “This is going to be a long day. At some point, you’re going to have to open your mouth and speak to me,” I said.

      “Hi.” She bit.

      I didn’t flinch. “Bad day?”

      I saw the white of her eyes. “Nope. Easy money day.” She flipped her hair.

      Something stirred in me. “Keep rolling your eyes at me, and I won’t make it easy.”

      She looked at me dead on then. Again, I didn’t blink, looking for whatever it was about her that hated something about me.

      I smiled. My cheeky British smile. The one that melted hearts and made panties wet. 

      In return, she smiled. It was creepy as hell, and my smile dropped from my face until we were forced to pretend for the camera. 
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      “Wrap your arm around her waist! Yes! Like that!”

      I pulled Jo closer to me, my mouth by her ear. “Like that?”

      She dug her nails into me. “I’ll like the paycheck that comes from this job. That’s about it.”

      “Most women would kill to be you right now.”

      “I’m not most women.”

      “You feel like most.” I nuzzled into her hair, eyes closed. The camera flashed around us as the sun slowly descended on the horizon.

      We were both sweating and had been shooting for hours. It was the bloody heat getting to us. Mostly.

      Every time the director yelled cut, we broke apart like we’d been caught doing something wrong.

      I didn’t know why she hated me so much, but eventually, the truth would find me. And I would be ashamed.

      But at that moment, I only felt a strange mixture of arousal and something like hate. 

      I still don
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