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      “And… cut! That’s a wrap, guys. Thank you.”

      I let out a long breath and stepped off my mark. But just as I was about to head to my trailer, someone grabbed my arm. I looked down to see manicured fingernails on my forearm.

      “Jack. Wait.” I sighed. When was I ever going to be alone? This film set was going to be the death of me. And so was she.

      “What is it, Alexa?”

      Alexa flicked her bleached blonde wig over one shoulder and straightened it out by pulling tight, then twirling it around her finger. I knew this move. This was her flirtatious move. And I so wasn’t in the mood.

      “I was wondering… What are you doing tonight?”

      “Going home to sleep. It’s eight in the morning. We’ve just had an all-night shoot. I’m exhausted.” I began to walk away, but the sound of heels on concrete followed me all the way out of the soundstage. As I turned the corner into the street between sound stages, a golf cart filled with tourists drove by. By the time I heard the screams and camera clicks, it was too late.

      And I was still in costume. Shit. Why hadn’t I thought to bring a hat to set or my sunglasses?

      “On the left here, we have soundstage seven,” said the tour guide. “At the moment, the action blockbuster Traitor Born is being filmed on this stage. Oh, what a surprise I have for you today, ladies and gentlemen. It looks like two of the stars have made a rare appearance.”

      “It’s Jack Dean and Alexa Long!” screamed one of the tourists.

      Click. Click. Click.

      I smiled to be polite, but really, I just wanted to get back to my trailer, get changed, and get home.

      But Alexa and the tourists had other ideas. Speaking of Alexa, she loved the attention. She bathed in the spotlight. Me? I only did it because it was part of the job. I only did it because I had to.

      “Thank you, guys. Have a nice day.” I gave them a small smile and tried to sneak away, but Alexa grabbed me and laid one on me.

      The camera flashes and clicks went crazy, and a few of the young girls in the cart screamed. Me? I was slowly dying inside.

      I’d had to kiss Alexa on screen as she was my co-star, but that was the extent of our relationship. She’d tried asking me out numerous times, but I always declined. I knew Alexa’s kind. She only got this role because she’d hooked up with the director and the casting agent and because she’d been named sexiest woman of the year by the press. She thrived on attention like I said. She craved it and would do anything for it. And that I didn’t find attractive one bit. I pushed Alexa off after the tour moved away and glared at her.

      “What the hell, Alexa?”

      “What?” She smirked, flicking hair and touching her swollen lips. “You loved it, Jacky.”

      “Don’t call me that. I told you before. I’m not interested.” I began to walk away, but still, she followed.

      “Ugh. Why don’t you get it?” I turned on her, raising my voice. “Leave me alone.”

      “This will be good for the both of us, Jacky. Don’t you see? You and me? We’ll be great together.”

      I sighed heavily. “Fine. What will it take to make you stop?”

      “Six months. That’s all I ask. I’ll set up a meeting. You’ll see. Everyone’s gonna eat this up, and the buzz for the film is going to be out of this world.”

      What more could I say? Six months, and she’d be out of my hair and out of my life. Six months. I could do this. Think of it as work, I reminded myself.

      But, somehow, deep inside, I knew this was going to come back and bite me on the ass.
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      I stared at Alexa from across the large table, and her glare was icy enough to pierce my soul.

      A moment later, we were saved from killing each other when the meeting room doors opened and in walked our people. I knew my manager wasn’t happy just by the way he walked. And the way he threw his papers onto the desk.

      Fuck.

      This wasn’t good.

      I wondered just how screwed we were.

      “Jack. Alexa. Thanks for coming in. There are just a few things we’d like to discuss with you two.”

      Alexa’s agent was a muscular man whose eyeballs looked about ready to pop out of his head. He was all fake tan, veneers, and steroids. He also wore expensive cologne that could be smelt two blocks away. It overpowered the small meeting room. I had to resist from coughing. He sat at the table on his phone while Kyle did all the talking.

      I glanced at Alexa, and she was currently taking a selfie and plumping out her collagen-filled lips. I rolled my eyes.

      “Is it this farce of a relationship?” I asked. “We all knew that was never going to work.”

      Alexa paused in her selfie-taking and making fish lips and glared at me again.

      “Yes and no. The word is out, guys. Critics officially hate Traitor Born. It’s a week from the premiere, so if the box office numbers go the same way…”

      “I’m sure they won’t. The public hasn’t even seen the film. You can’t base all the facts on a few reviews.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Kyle, waving my input off. “The numbers are also in for your last film, Jack. And they’re no better.”

      Fury bubbled in my chest. I clenched my fists. “Are you implying it’s my fault?”

      Kyle put his hands up in surrender. “Now, now. That’s not what I’m saying.”

      I stood and threw back the chair I’d been sitting in. It hit the wall behind me with a loud thud. It startled Alexa’s agent out of his smartphone world. Even Alexa stopped applying her lip gloss to stare in my direction. I didn’t care.

      “But that’s what you’re implying. Am I right? I’ve worked damn hard on this film and the film before that. If the studios didn’t cut the good stuff and brought on quality producers and directors, and a female lead who didn’t throw themselves all over me, then this thing would actually have a chance.”

      “Jack…”

      “No. I’m done. I’ll do the press tour and the premiere in Sydney. But that’s only because I need a break. After that, I’m done.”

      I stormed to the door and yanked it open. “Oh, and call Julia and tell her to give me a decent job for once.” I slammed the door behind me and walked out of that meeting room feeling ten pounds lighter mentally. That had felt good to finally get all my feelings off my chest.

      Hollywood of late had become stifling. All the roles that Julia, my agent, had arranged for me have been one dimensional. I longed for something real. And for a real female co-star who didn’t want to fuck me or use me to elevate her own career.

      I was done with Hollywood for now. I needed out.

      And Sydney… Sydney was the perfect excuse.
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      I jogged home from the agency office, having changed in the bathroom after storming out. I needed to run out my frustration, my anger. Running often helped me when I was anxious, upset, or just needed time to myself.

      Taking a detour, I headed toward Venice Beach. It was almost lunchtime, and soon, this stretch of beach and sidewalk would be filled with runners, dog walkers, and people out doing numerous forms of exercise. And also, many posers. Venice Beach was notorious for people who loved showing off their bodies. I wasn’t one of them, but I loved the relaxing feeling being at the beach gave me. Especially at dawn or dusk. I was often down here before the sun rose or set, just to watch it. I loved watching the colours paint the sky.

      Halfway along my route adjacent to the sand, my phone rang. It was in my pocket, and I didn’t feel like answering it. I glanced at my fitness tracker, and my mother’s name was displayed. I stopped running, grabbed my headphones out of my pocket, and answered the call. I could never turn away my mom.

      “Mom. Hey,” I said, out of breath. I stretched my legs out while I talked.

      “Honey, are you… are you okay?”

      I froze. How could she possibly know what had happened? Had my manager called my parents?

      “I’m fine. Why?”

      “Oh. You just sound out of breath.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. Thank God she didn’t know what I’d just done. Her and my father would give me the biggest lecture of my life. My grandfather would be worse. Being from Asian descent, I was brought up to always work hard and strive to succeed. If someone in the family wasn’t successful, then they were often made to feel shame. It was the thing that had plagued me for years. I joked it was my family curse. But that would be kind of offensive to my heritage. Still, when I said I wanted to be an actor rather than a doctor, like my mother and uncles, I was instantly seen as the black sheep. That was until I started making a little money. Now, I was kind of the golden child. Something I resented. I was just me.

      “I was running, Mom. Was there something you wanted?”

      “Jack, don’t be short with me. Don’t tell me you’re still upset over what your grandfather said the other night. You know how he is.”

      “Yeah, yeah. But that’s not why I’m upset. Something happened at the meeting this morning. I… Look, I can’t talk about it now. How about I come over for dinner tonight, and I’ll tell everyone then.”

      “That would be lovely. I was just calling to invite you over, actually. And to ask if you could stop by the store on the way and pick up some more rice paper and vermicelli noodles.”

      I was stretching out my calf muscles when my mother dropped the bomb on me. She knew how much I hated going to the store. That’s why I often got my manager’s assistant to get my groceries, or I had them delivered. But my parents were nothing if not traditional. Especially my mother, being Vietnamese. My parents married shortly after the Vietnamese war, where my mother worked as a doctor and my father was a soldier who was wounded. My mother treated him, and they fell in love instantly.

      I sighed once more. I couldn’t disappoint my mother. Not now, anyway. I just hoped I wasn’t going to disappoint her and the rest of my family later on at dinner.

      “Sure, Mom. I can do that. See you later.”

      “Thank you, honey. See you tonight. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      I hung up, threw my headphones back in my pocket, and zipped up the pocket. Then I ran toward the nearest Asian grocery store.

      But chaos awaited me when I got there. This was the exact reason I hated going shopping. There were a group of photographers outside a clothing store next door to the grocery store my parents loved. And as soon as they saw me, they forgot the celebrity they were currently waiting for and pounced.

      “Jack Dean! What are you going to do now your last two films have flopped?”

      “Jack, are you and Alexa still together?”

      “Have you set a wedding date yet?”

      God, the things they asked were ridiculous and couldn’t be further from the truth. But their goal was to get a reaction out of me to later sell to the highest bidder. And I wasn’t going to give them one. I quickly ran inside the supermarket and shut the door behind me and locked it.

      The shopkeeper, a little Chinese man, looked up when he heard the doorbell ring and the glass door slam shut. He then proceeded to yell at me in Chinese. I don’t know. I didn’t speak Mandarin, but I only guessed he was yelling due to the fact he was waving his hands about in the air in an angry manner.

      “Sorry. I just need to close the door for a moment. I’m an actor, and there’s a bunch of photographers outside.”

      The little angry Chinese man glared at me.

      “I’ll just be really quick.”

      Glare. He didn’t even blink.

      “I’ll pay you extra for the inconvenience. I apologise again.”

      He seemed to understand the word pay. All Asian people understood the word money in its many forms, no matter what the language. He began nodding profusely and bowed, thanking me. Then he went back to his newspaper, almost as if the whole situation had never happened. I let out a sigh of relief and quickly did my shopping.

      I paid for my items, tipping the man extra as promised. Then I asked him if I could use his back entrance. He nodded and showed me the way. He thanked me again, and I shook his hand and made my escape before the paps realised what was happening.
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