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The Naked Ambition of the Heated

Rivalry Boys
Connor Storrie and Hudson Williams were both virtual unknowns when they signed up to star as on-the-DL hockey players

in a boldly smutty gay romance shot for a Canadian streamer. Now that the series is 2025’s biggest surprise hit, they’re

navigating unfamiliar territory (and negotiating unprecedented thirst)—but at least they have each other to lean on.
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On a Thursday night in December, the stars of Heated Rivalry walked into the Chateau Marmont in West

Hollywood. The occasion was an industry party the two men would not have been invited to just a few weeks ago,

held at a hotel that would have likely turned them away. But then their smutty, NSFW drama about two closeted

pro hockey players became a surprise hit on HBO Max. So Connor Storrie and Hudson Williams were welcomed

inside like royalty—two smooth-chested crown princes mingling with Baz Luhrmann, Vicky Krieps, and the cast of

The Pitt.

“We were just happy to be there,” says Williams, 24. “Then the fact that people were like, We want a selfie with

you!” He shakes his head, acknowledging it’s been quite a week. A few nights earlier, he and his Heated Rivalry

costar surprised fans at a gay bar in West Hollywood. Facing a wall of iPhones recording their every word, Storrie

said, “Thank you for tweeting about our butts. That’s where the real magic happens.”

Heated Rivalry is based on a Rachel Reid novel that just hit the New York Times bestseller list for the first time—a

full seven years after its initial publication. Like the book, which is currently sold out on Amazon, the show

chronicles a DL romance between Ilya Rozanov (Storrie), who is cocky and Russian and plays for the fictional

Boston Raiders, and Shane Hollander (Williams), an Asian Canadian would-be role model who captains the

equally fictional Montreal Metros. Their illicit, on-camera sex is frequent and sweaty, making Heated Rivalry a

must-watch for anyone who liked Challengers but thought the churro scene was too subtle.
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None of this was supposed to happen. The most unlikely TV hit of 2025 was initially made for a small Canadian

streamer called Crave, which has just over 4 million subscribers. The entire thing was shot in just 36 or 37 days.

Then the trailer blew up. And fans of the books—there are six titles in all—started sharing tips on how to pirate

Canadian TV. Mercifully, days before Heated Rivalry’s late-November launch, HBO rescued the so-called “gay

hockey show” from its snowy purgatory, making it available in roughly 54 million additional homes. The actors

were suddenly thrust into the global spotlight, which may explain why Williams did multiple on-camera interviews

that first week in what can only be described as the ugliest sweater vest I’ve ever seen.

Sartorial missteps aside, the response was swift. Williams actually thought his algorithm had mistakenly convinced

him the show was a hit. But then The Cut posted an explainer (“Why Are Women Obsessing Over Gay Hockey

Smut?”) and The Onion weighed in on the show’s plot (“Two men have a steamy sexual affair despite not being

vampires or elf nobility”). Desperate to get in on the conversation, Sweetgreen’s corporate account tweeted: “I just

know Shane Hollander would love a harvest bowl.” (We’re lucky it wasn’t peach-and-burrata season.)

Casey Bloys, chairman and CEO of HBO and HBO Max, calls Heated Rivalry’s last-minute acquisition “a very easy

yes,” saying he watched all six episodes in one weekend. Frankly, he was surprised it was even still available: “When

somebody says there’s a gay hockey show with explicit sex scenes, you go, Great, I want to look at that.”

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

A few hours before they head to the Chateau to enjoy a hero’s welcome at the Screen Actors Guild party, the Heated

Rivalry boys meet up at a slightly less glamorous venue—Hi Tops, a gay sports bar in West Hollywood—to talk

about this wild moment. Storrie, coming from an early lunch with a friend, is dressed in a Stetson hat, his shirt

nominally buttoned. Williams, meanwhile, removes his oversized cardigan to reveal a cream tank top. He's wearing

multiple rings. His skin is incredible (he has already dropped the routine). While the bar is mostly empty—it’s

barely noon—a 40-something patron immediately approaches for a photo, gushing that he’s a big fan of the show

and insisting that Heated Rivalry is about “more than your butts.” (When the patron posts the photo to Instagram,

his bio reveals he’s a psychologist.)

“We’re definitely objectified,” Storrie later admits. “I signed up knowing that would be a part of it. I really did not

think my butt would be such a topic of conversation. I thought it would be more of a general, like, Oh, these guys

really get into it on the show.” Still, his friends have taken to screenshotting Tweets and sharing them, explaining:

“It’s usually GIFs of my butt from the shower.” As Rachel Reid later tells me from her home in Nova Scotia: “I

kind of love that this is what people are into this Hallmark season.”

Storrie, 25, grew up in Odessa, Texas, the town made famous by Buzz Bissinger’s book, Friday Night Lights. Storrie

didn’t play football, but he was a competitive tumbler. He describes his home town as “high desert, super flat, super

dry, kind of white trash, which I love.”

“My dad was in the mortgage business,” he continues. Both of his parents were, before the crash. “Then my mom

got into managing buildings for dementia and Alzheimer’s [patients]. My dad started doing land deals for oil

companies.” Storrie’s family moved around a lot. The one constant was acting. “I wanted to be an actor as long as I

can remember. My mom says that it’s one of the first coherent sentences I said. I was like, ‘I’m going to be in

movies.’” He isn’t exaggerating; obsessive Heated Rivalry fans recently uncovered his childhood YouTube channel, in

which a wide eyed, 12-year-old Storrie reveals his username is “Actorboy222.”

When Storrie was in high school, his family moved to the Conejo Valley near Ventura, California, about a 90-

minute drive from Hollywood. His parents had split up by this point, and Storrie spent his junior year of high

school studying abroad in France. He had long hair and a septum piercing, loved languages, and wanted “to get lost

in a different culture,” he says, before emphasizing that he was a teenager. “At 16, you’re not like, ‘I need to make

this leap, it’s going to fortify my relationship to the world.’ I was just kind of like, ‘This sounds frickin’ badass.’”

When he returned home, he started cutting class, mostly driving to Los Angeles to audition at “shitty cattle calls”

for commercials and industrial films he never booked. Two days after his 18th birthday, the school administration

informed him that he wouldn’t be graduating with his class, and he dropped out. He had no intention of going to

college anyway, so why stay? His parents—who’d also been bodybuilders—weren’t all that concerned: “They were

like, ‘Yeah, do it.’ They’re nontraditional.”

Storrie began waiting tables. But pretty soon he was sure he’d landed his big break. In 2022, he auditioned for a

small part in an untitled Todd Phillips project, which turned out to be the sequel to Joker, a movie that made a

billion dollars worldwide and won Joaquin Phoenix an Oscar. Storrie would play an unnamed inmate at Arkham

State Hospital in Joker: Folie à Deux. But when he showed up on set, the director quietly let him in on an explosive

secret. “By the way, at the end of the movie, you’re going to stab [Joaquin] to death, and it’s going to be revealed

that you’re, like, the Joker from the comic books,” Storrie recalls Phillips telling him. He would have to keep that

secret for two years.

In an email to GQ, Phillips remembered meeting a then-unknown Storrie on Zoom for the first time, explaining:

“What stood out most for me was his nuanced physicality and his wonderful intensity. We were able to chat for a

bit and I remember picking up on how he seemed super committed to the craft, which seems like a no-brainer but

isn’t always evident with younger, ‘newer’ actors. I liked him right away.”

Storrie and Phoenix were the only two actors on set for the last day of shooting, which is remarkable considering

Folie à Deux was reportedly budgeted at $190 million and Storrie earned his SAG card on the job. “I was so

nervous,” he recalls. “The way we rehearsed it, I would stab him, he would kind of push me away. The first time

we’re rolling on camera, [Phoenix] looks at me and kind of gives me this look. Almost like his energy is telling me I

didn’t do enough or something. So, I go back in and start stabbing him again.” The director called cut. “Everyone’s

like, Whoa, whoa, whoa, what’s going on. Todd’s like, Are you okay?”

Joker: Folie à Deux premiered at the Venice Film Festival in September 2024. Storrie wasn’t part of the press plans,

but he flew himself to Italy anyway and crashed in a friend’s hotel room. “I wanted to be the first one to see it,” he

explains. “I couldn’t even really pay attention to the story. Because I was like, I can’t believe I’m about to see myself, in

this auditorium full of people, kill Joaquin Phoenix.”

Nothing in Hollywood is ever a sure thing—not even a sequel to a movie that earned 11 Oscar nominations. After

Folie à Deux’s release, a short write-up on Storrie appeared in Variety. But then, well, nothing. In no particular

order, he shot a low-budget thriller in Romania, moved in with his older sister in Los Angeles, came to idolize

David Lynch, and took classes with The Groundlings before falling in with the experimental clown scene on the

east side of Los Angeles. “Honestly,” Storrie says, “I have had so many identities in this 25 years of life.”

To make money, he continued waiting tables. He got fired from the South Beverly Grill in Beverly Hills—a

Hillstone property!—over a misunderstanding with a customer. “He felt like I was insinuating that he couldn’t

afford this bottle of wine,” Storrie recollects. “I was just making sure I didn’t open a bottle that was almost $400.”

He and Williams, who was also waiting tables a thousand miles north in Vancouver, both quit their jobs just days

before filming began on Heated Rivalry. Given the events of the last month, neither seems likely to return to the

service sector any time soon, which is notable. In a time of epic industry consolidation—where Netflix and

Paramount are fighting over Warner Bros. while Trump flirts with putting his fat thumb on the scale—a gay

hockey show made for about $12 Canadian dollars has somehow turned two complete unknowns into stars. “I

mean that just goes to show you never know what works,” Storrie says.

Williams followed a more traditional actor’s path to get here. Born to a Korean mother and a father with Dutch

and British roots, he grew up in Kamloops, British Columbia. The area, which Williams describes as a “pocket

desert,” has played host to a surprising amount of Hollywood productions, including Jurassic World: Dominion and

The Last of Us. His mother, an interior designer, now coordinates transportation on film sets (including FX’s

Shogun); his dad is a mechanical engineer. Hudson describes his hometown’s population as a mix of “rednecks and

bougie people who are always going to Vancouver to do some shopping.”

Williams was an anxious kid. He poured his energy into MMA fighting, and racked up a series of concussions from

skiing, wakeboarding, football and volleyball. He went to a magnet theater school at age 7. In high school, he says,

he got into basketball “because I wanted to fit in. I wanted to be one of the guys.” But in the 11th grade the die

was cast; he enrolled in acting classes, later graduating from the Film Arts program at Langara College. As a young

adult in Vancouver he waited tables to make money, took classes at the MDS Actors Studio (where a teacher

introduced him to his first agent), had small parts in a few TV productions and directed a series of short films,

including one in which he performs a striptease set to the Pussycat Dolls song “Buttons.”

Of the inspiration for that short, which you can watch on YouTube, he says: “This is a weird, roundabout answer

but I’m a big fan of this book, King, Warrior, Magician, Lover. It’s about Jungian archetypes that exist in all men.”

In more than one of his films, Williams wears leopard-print booty shorts.

“I still don’t know where I got those original leopard shorts,” he says. “Then I bought a more Speedo version for a

sequel.”

“You can never have too much leopard,” Storrie says, with a smile.

“No, it’s my favorite pattern by far,” William says.

Much has been made of the pair’s onscreen chemistry, which is evident today—though they’re less performative

without a camera present, patiently listening to each other’s anecdotes rather than grabbing each other’s thighs. But

that spark was apparent from their first meeting, according to Jacob Tierney, the show’s creator and the director of

the first six episodes. After meeting a few potential costars, Williams now famously told Tierney, “The other guy

was good, but Connor felt like he was going to pin me down and fuck me.”

“If we ever released the Zapruder film of them,” Tierney tells me, “you’d be like, There’s no question.”

Sex plays a major role in Reid’s books, exemplars of a genre of gay male romance that’s surprisingly popular with

women; the actors were told upfront that nudity was nonnegotiable. Heated Rivalry’s intimacy coordinator, Chala

Hunter, had multiple phone calls with each actor, in which they went through the scripts scene-by-scene to gauge

their comfort levels. In one call, Storrie recalls, he told Hunter he was “okay with the most extreme form of kissing,

I’m okay with the least amount of clothing. There’s no professional-sounding way to say that other than, I’m okay

with doing anything outside of having actual sex. You know what I mean?” Williams’s response was the same.

This was not a Marvel situation where the actors have months to train, sipping creatine in a hyperbaric chamber or

whatever; Storrie and Williams were each officially hired about a week before production began. When the two

arrived in Toronto to shoot, Williams visited Storrie at his corporate apartment and wanted to puke. “Connor

pushed himself up onto the island in the kitchen,” Williams says. “I remember seeing his arms. They were the size

of my legs. I was like, Holy fuck.”

“It’s not true,” Storrie counters. “Because you have crazy legs.”

I guess, if you stay jacked, you don’t have to get jacked? But Williams was intent on catching up, gaining 11

pounds of lean muscle during the shoot, which is an editor’s nightmare on a show that’s shot out of sequence and

features frequent flashbacks. “I didn’t even care about continuity,” Williams says. “I hate that one shot in Vegas,

when I stripped for [Ilya] in episode two. That was the first day of filming. I was flat as hell.”

At the risk of ruining the fantasy: The actors insist their much-reposted sex scenes were heavily choreographed,

though the intimacy coordinator left room for what she called “artistic interpretation.” When pressed for an

example of their art, Williams says it was Storrie’s idea for Ilya to grab Shane’s chest while the character was blowing

him.

“I’ve put a lot of sex scenes on the air,” says HBO’s Bloys, “including gay sex scenes. But I was very impressed by

how Jacob directed them. Obviously, they were hot and well done. But it’s also a credit to his writing and to the

source material. If you can imagine a high-pressure environment like professional sports—where it’s even harder to

come out—any sexual encounter probably feels like the last one you’re going to have.”

He’s right. While it’s a cliché to even say this, all of that skin really does serve the story. At the end of the fifth

episode, the two players are at an impasse—falling in love with each other but constrained by their family’s

expectations, by their corporate sponsorships, and (ominously) by a Russian culture where promoting a same-sex

relationship is considered a crime.

I’m not sure Heated Rivalry was conceived as awards bait. But at his lowest point, Storrie’s Rozanov delivers a four-

page monologue—in Russian—in which he tells Hollander exactly how broken he feels. It’s one of the most

affecting scenes I have seen on television all year. That Storrie does it in a language he doesn’t actually speak is even

more impressive. After one particularly powerful take, Tierney turned to the show’s dialect coach, desperate to see if

Storrie had gotten enough of the Russian right to make it work. “What can I use?” Tierney asked her.

“She said, ‘All of it. He humbles me.’”

“Here’s the thing about smut,” Tierney says. “You can watch two guys have sex anywhere, anytime. I think what

you’re getting out of this is intimacy and horniness.” Of his two stars, he says, “There would be no show without

them. This chemistry, this is it. That’s what we’re here for. That’s what the popcorn’s for.”

Heated Rivalry has been in the top 10 on HBO Max basically since its November 28 premiere. And while the

streamer doesn’t share viewership data, after the fourth episode was released Heated Rivalry supplanted HBO’s own

It: Welcome to Derry in the number one spot for the weekend. (Reid tells me her publisher has “printed almost half

a million copies of the Game Changer series in the last month. They still can’t meet demand.”) A trailer for the

show played on the Jumbotron at a Montreal Canadiens game in December. When asked about the success of

Heated Rivalry, Jon Weinstein, the chief communications officer for the NHL, said: “We’re always excited to

welcome new fans to the sport no matter how they find it, because once they’re in the door, we know they will be

back.”

With all of this attention, the backlash was inevitable. Brock McGillis, the first openly gay pro hockey player (he

played several seasons in the Ontario Hockey League and the United Hockey League; hockey remains the only

major team sport that’s never had a single active out gay player at the highest level) publicly worried the show

might have “an adverse effect on a player coming out,” saying homophobia is normalized in the sport and “starts at

a very young age.” Then actor-comedian Jordan Firstman, who stars in another HBO series, I Love LA, told Vulture

he’d watched the first two episodes of the show and hated it, saying its much-discussed sex scenes were “not how

gay people fuck.”

Firstman also suggested that Storrie and Williams—who have not publicly commented on their own sexualities—

should go on the record, offering: “A gay guy would say it. I don’t respect you because you care too much about

your career and what’s going to happen if people think you’re gay.” Their Heated Rivalry costar Francois Arnaud—

who is openly bisexual—responded online, commenting: “Is there only one way to have ‘authentic’ gay sex on

TV?” To paraphrase a top-five Sarah Sherman line reading from SNL, the girls were fighting.

“This isn’t a fucking documentary,” Tierney says with a laugh. “You want to watch them douche every episode? It’s

fucking TV. Take a breath.” Plus, he notes, “The reason I wanted to make the show is because it’s a love story and it

ends happily. I don’t want to traffic in queer trauma. I want to traffic in queer joy.” Personally, I thought the

internet’s reaction to Firstman’s comments was a little overblown. But I understood what Tierney meant. In a time

when Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas is openly salivating over the thought of rolling back gay marriage,

along comes a spank-bank romance that even Jenna Bush Hager feels comfortable talking about on the Today show.

Can’t we just enjoy that for a minute?

Within days, Firstman sort of apologized; last week, Firstman and Williams smoked cigarettes together and marked

the occasion by posting a cute selfie to Instagram with a heart emoji. Then they wrapped gifts for charity at a Los

Angeles mall for a joint HBO publicity event. I have no idea what they talked about, but I kinda hope this came

up: It’s been 20 years since Brokeback Mountain won the Oscar. That movie was wrenching (and apparently served

as Jonathan Bailey’s sexual “activation”). But when my friends and I saw Heath Ledger pork Jake Gyllenhaal in that

tent, our first thought was: I guess Ang Lee’s never done anal. At least Rozanov understands the mechanics.

For what it’s worth, Williams and Storrie are in on the joke. After filming wrapped, the boys got matching tattoos

that read “SEX SELLS.” Williams even took his mom to the show’s Toronto premiere. “Me and my mom are very

sex positive,” he tells me. “She talks about her boyfriends. You know, I talk about my shit.”

“I hope that little Asian kids are like, Ooh, I want to become an actor” after seeing the show, Williams says. He’s

aware that—like his character, Shane Hollander—he, too, could become a role model. “A role model,” he jokes,

“for the next Asian kid that wants to get railed.”
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Our interview is wrapping up but not before a third fan descends on our table for a photo, driving home exactly

how odd this moment really is. Storrie and Williams are caught in that rare Hollywood vortex where you’re famous

but not yet rich. Like most people their age, they have roommates. Storrie still lives in that West Hollywood

apartment with his sister; Williams tells me he lives in Vancouver with his mom. Both actors signed on for three

seasons of Heated Rivalry; Crave has already greenlit season two. Worth noting: The minimum paycheck for a series

regular role on Canadian TV could be as little as $6,792 a week.

When asked how bad the money really was, Williams mutters “it’s very Canadian,” but stresses he would have done

the job for free. He says he cried after reading the first six scripts, seeing himself in the pages. Per Reid, the

character Shane is on the autism spectrum; so is Williams’s own father. And Shane feels a constant pressure from his

family to be perfect.

“I could relate with that growing up,” Williams says. “I had friends around me that were scholarship athletes. I

didn’t quite know my lane yet.” He was also drawn to the queer storyline.

“I’ve always loved queer cinema,” he says. “I love queer stories. There’s something about them that I feel are very

universal. Moonlight was a movie that shattered me. Brokeback was a movie that shattered me. It’s the inability to

express yourself—that something is so intrinsic in who you are, yet you feel it’s inappropriate. You feel it’s not

celebrated, you feel societally less worthy. It’s something very deep that you can’t control.”

A few days after we talk, Heated Rivalry sells in the UK and Ireland. Bloys praises his partners at Crave and Tierney,

saying he’s thrilled to continue airing the show, which makes sense. Heated Rivalry is HBO Max’s top-rated live-

action acquisition ever. “From an investment point of view,” Bloys says, “it was a great deal for us.” While HBO is

not creatively involved with the series, he tells me he made Tierney one promise: “I did tell Jacob the one thing we

would do was have a big, gay premiere in New York.”

Tierney hopes to be back in production by the end of the summer, meaning it’s unlikely we’ll be seeing more of

these men and their sticks until early 2027. Storrie and Williams understand how fickle the business can be, which

is why they’re both at work behind the camera. Storrie just finished shooting his feature directorial debut—a movie

about aliens, which he shot on an iPhone. Williams, meanwhile, co-directed a short called Rancid that will play the

Hollywood Shortsfest next year. A longtime comic book fan, he’s also begun openly campaigning to play

Nightwing in an upcoming Teen Titans project; in early December, he boldly tagged DC boss James Gunn on

Instagram with an invitation to get coffee.

“I was just like, I won’t really have another time to do this. I think I’m right for the part. Why not throw this shit

up?” Williams explains. It’s later reported that he’s signed with the venerable talent agency CAA. In the past month,

both actors have also notably hired stylists; Storrie wore Dolce & Gabbana to that party at the Chateau, while

Williams was in Louis Vuitton with Bottega boots.

This is maybe the most obvious point in the world, but like their onscreen alter egos, Storrie and Williams also

share a secret: They are the only two people in the world right now who understands what the other is going

through. “They’re living through a thing right now that is bananas—absolutely fucking bananas—and they’re

handling it with grace, with humor, with generosity,” Tierney says. “They adore each other, which is like, thank

fucking God.”

Storrie admits it’s hard to process, revealing he can’t have Instagram on his phone. “You know how some people

can't drink because they have a drinking problem? For whatever reason, my brain—the dopamine that it gets from

being on social media—my body does not like it,” he says. “So, I have to get rid of it or else I will be on it for five

hours.” When he’s inspired to post, he downloads the app, then deletes it after.

He had a chance to take those old YouTube videos down ages ago, he says, but his intuition told him to leave them

up, almost as a point of pride. “It felt like a full circle-acceptance moment of having these pretty cringey, really

embarrassing videos of me being young out there,” he says. “I was so embarrassed by them for so long. When I

lived in France, I went to that private Catholic high school and I told people I wanted to be an actor.” His

classmates dug up the videos too, and “ostracized” him.

“It’s so cool to be at a different place in my life and be like, Fuck yeah. That is me. That is 12-year-old me trying

something. I think it’s charming and cute.”

He shrugs. “I’m an optimistic nihilist. I’m kind of like, Nothing really matters. Nothing is what it seems. Nothing

deserves the amount of pressure.”
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