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ONE The night of January 9, 2018
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With a shaky hand, I light one of Jonathan’s cigarettes, and after a couple puffs his living room doesn’t smell so much like gun smoke and spilled blood. I slide back the glass door, step out on the terrace, and breathe in the cold, windy night.  

I lean over the parapet high above the city and watch people hurrying along the sidewalk far below and the traffic passing up and down Central Park West. A bus engine’s rattle, a car horn, a far-off siren, echo up to me. Across the street the park spreads out dark and vast, the pale moonlight gleaming on the freshly fallen snow under the trees. In the glow of a streetlamp on a path, a woman in a black overcoat with earmuffs over her blonde hair stops, thumbs out a text on her phone, and disappears into the shadows. 

I feel such envy. Why can’t I just disappear into the dark and forget about tonight? None of my usual problem-solving hacks are going to help me now. If I was on a film set, and I didn’t have an answer with a crew member waiting for a decision or an actor needing direction, we’d collaborate, we’d work it out, or at least I’d try to be decisive, even though they might still walk away grumbling, “Well, that figures. Typical woman, she doesn’t know what she’s doin’.” Tonight I’ve got nobody to collaborate with, and the police are on the way. The worst thing is, I keep wishing I was somewhere else, which makes it hard to get a grip on the situation. I wish I could wake up one last time beside A.J., so warm, so in love, so at peace with myself and the world. But that love and that life are over, and there’s no darkness deep enough for me to hide.  

I put the cigarette between my lips, kick one leg over and straddle the stone parapet. Go ahead, I tell myself. Don’t think too much about it. Stand up, and just let yourself drop. What have you got left to live for? At least you won’t be disgusted when the media treats your death like just another trashy show business tragedy. 

Actor-director Adrienne Monet died last night, after she fell or jumped from the terrace of the Central Park West penthouse of actor Jonathan Lehane. After directing three successful films Monet attracted notoriety as the controversial creator of the hit reality TV show “Men R Dawgs”.  

At least you won’t be around when they remind everybody your fourth film was a flop and you didn’t direct another for over ten years. You won’t have to grind your teeth when some creep writes in their Hollywood blog that your fifth film, starring Jonathan and scheduled to drop next year, is rumored to be your best work yet, just so they can say, whoa, so even that wasn’t enough to keep her from jumping off a building? Like, WTF? 

Cigarette between my lips, I lean forward, tuck my knees under me, roll back on my feet, and slowly stand up, surrounded by nothing but the huge indifferent universe. I stiffen my knees to stop them from trembling. I lift my arms and spread my fingers and my hands grasp only emptiness. 

I slide one foot forward. It’s okay. A second step. Still, all good. I take the next step and a sudden gust of wind whips my hair over my eyes, catches my jacket like a sail, and tries to blow me off the building. For an endless moment I rock on one foot, the sidewalk far below, arms spinning, my pulse punching in my stomach, my brain screaming Careless! Reckless! Stupid! Then the wind drops off, and I’m back on two feet. I dash to the end of the parapet, seize the neighbor’s wrought-iron fence, and hold tight, gasping. 

What goes through the mind of a jumper, falling faster and faster, body spinning, clothes flapping and shoes falling off as the pavement rushes up? Goodbye? It would be just like me, as I begin to drop, to realize Oh my God! I changed my mind! 

I try to tell myself I can always hop down on the terrace, go back inside Jonathan’s penthouse and try to go on living, but no... I can’t... Not that... 

My numb fingers let go of the fence. I turn and step back into empty space. Very focused and unafraid, I inch back down the parapet between my choice of disasters. On one side, a few screaming seconds of free fall, a crash, and a final answer to everything. On the other side, the world as I just left it.

At the middle of the parapet I carefully lower myself back down and hang a leg over each side. Well, that didn’t clarify anything, but it made my indecision worse. It’s maddening. I’ve struggled my whole life for insight into the mystery that is me, and now when it matters the most, it seems like I don’t know a thing.  

Down below a siren keeps rising and falling, coming closer. The traffic on Central Park West moves aside for a speeding police car with its lights flashing. The car stops in front of this building and two policemen get out and hurry inside. Time’s up, Adrienne.  

Then, an idea occurs to me, arriving at the worst moment, a distraction, yes, but irresistible. I have an interesting scene here. How can I shoot it? The most challenging, most thrilling way would be one unbroken take.  

EXTERIOR – CENTRAL PARK WEST. A winter night. Bare tree limbs arc over the sidewalk. Parked cars lay buried under snowdrifts. A row of massive buildings dissolves into the darkness. We ZOOM slowly, ominously, then PAN. 

The elegant façade of a posh pre-war apartment building. Strings of tiny Christmas lights the color of champagne adorn the evergreens flanking the glass doors. People in winter coats pass under the building’s awning, its lights brightening the sidewalk and welcoming the fortunate ones who live here. 

Out steps MICKEY the doorman in a visor cap and a large greatcoat with shiny buttons. His eyes flicker back and forth in that sly New York doorman’s all-seeing way. Sure that no one is watching, he clears his throat and spits into the shrubbery, the little man’s statement of contempt for the residents of the building who look down their noses every day at working stiffs like Mickey. 

A police cruiser enters the frame. Two uniformed officers get out. Pushing Mickey ahead of them, they hustle into the building.  

MUSIC BEGINS, solo piano in a minor key.  

The camera slowly rises up the front of the building. In window after window we see brief vignettes of people being tender, disgusting, noble, brutal, silly, decadent, careless, sexy, despairing, farcical, the whole human tragicomedy in one apartment building in New York.  

The camera stops on ADRIENNE straddling the parapet, hugging herself and shivering, cigarette in her trembling fingers. Tears gleam in her eyes. 

She grows bigger in the frame and her face blurs as the camera passes her, crosses the terrace, and the shot DISSOLVES through the glass doors into the living room.  

INTERIOR - LIVING ROOM. The room is nearly dark except for a bright wedge of light across the carpet.  

On the floor at the wide end of that light is A.J. UPTON’s bare foot in a brown penny loafer. 

The wedge of light on the carpet narrows to the other end of the room, where JONATHAN LEHANE is lying on his back. In his outstretched hand the light gleams off a chrome revolver.  

First of all, Adrienne, it’s probably been done before. And sitting here dreaming up a shot, that’s easy. To capture it, you’d need truckloads of equipment, permits from the city, actors with impeccable timing, a team of efficient assistant directors and crew members, location deals with the building management and each apartment owner, a skilled rigging and lighting crew, a camera operator who’s a wizard at shooting with the SkyCam or a drone, a lot of money, producers practiced in the art of pacifying the studio suits when they kvetch about the cost, and the stamina to do it over and over again. But if you even come close to what’s in your head, maybe your one-shot will one day be spoken of with your favorite oners, like Scorsese’s Steadicam shot as Henry squires Karen into the Copa in “Goodfellas”, or like Altman’s opening shot of “The Player” in the studio parking lot that introduces almost every major character. Like, for that matter, the opening shot of “Psycho” that descends from the clouds into a hotel room where a man and woman have been having daytime sex. 

Then I realize I have made the decision. What I will do is work, and keep making movies that pulse with more life than life itself. That’s all I’ve ever cared about anyway. I can’t let tonight detour me from the path I started on so long ago. With A.J. gone, work is all I have left. I’ll live for that, like I always have, and I’ll survive, however I have to.  

I swing around and drop down to the terrace, take a deep breath, and pump my legs, stiff from the cold. Through the glass doors, details in the living room emerge from the shadows, a bent knee in blue jeans, a wave of gray hair, Jonathan’s wide-open eyes seeing nothing. I step into the glow of the terrace light and the glass door throws my reflection back at me, an intense and determined looking woman with a cigarette in her lips dressed in black, tight jeans, tight tee, and leather jacket, ready to do a desperate dance with the police and, once the cameras arrive, with the whole wired world. 

––––––––
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On a sticky sweltering Friday afternoon last August, I was curled up on the sofa in my office at Alpha Bitch Productions, my company in the Cinema Arts Building on Times Square at 49th and Broadway. I was exhausted and trying to sleep but nagging guilt over my behavior on the set the night before wouldn’t let me rest. 

My crew and I had been struggling for 12 hours to shoot the final episode of “Men R Dawgs”, my reality TV series about adultery for The Lily Channel. After working six-day weeks through a scorching summer, we were a gang of short-tempered, staggering zombies. Crew call had been 6 p.m. but by daybreak the following day we were still working in a scruffy studio in Jersey City, all because of one actor named Adam. 

He was a short young studly driver for a car share service, with a thick moustache and greasy Jheri curls and bulging muscles. He had auditioned well, but my usually acute casting instincts failed me, because once shooting began, he choked, even when I tried to establish a rapport. He got a glazed look in his eyes and became tongue-tied and deaf to my direction. I should’ve recast the role, but we didn’t have the time or the money, so I convinced myself I could work with him. When we were ready to shoot his bedroom scene, he froze up and forced the young woman playing another man’s cheating wife to improvise like mad. In the penultimate scene between the husbands, they were supposed to share all the funky details without knowing they’d had sex with each other’s wives, but Adam couldn’t even talk about sex like a real guy. The second husband was Kurt, a slim handsome blonde-haired guy whose raunchy descriptions of sex with Adam’s wife got better with each take. 

Patiently, I kept trying to find some life in his performance., and for my trouble Adam got surly and pissy. I called for another take of that scene. I told the guys to get down and dirty and build up to anger when they realize what they’d unwittingly done with each other’s wives. That’s when I caught Adam sneaking a glance at his wristwatch, and I finally lost it. It wasn’t fair to take out my fury on him, but this episode was the season climax, and we all knew it was failing, so to speak, to rise.  Unprofessional for a director and not my style at all, I needed to get radical to activate Adam while the cameras were rolling and we were all still awake after 12 hours.  

“For God’s sake, Adam,” I said, in a voice of calm precise malice that everyone could hear. “Kurt just called your wife ‘a hot piece of ass.’ Said he screwed her silly and she loved it, and all you can do is just stand there? I mean, if you can’t find anything to say, do something, or jerk off, or at least act like you’ve been listening to him.”  

“You know what?” Adam whirled on me. “Fuck you.” 

“Would you even know how?” The crew laughed, and he turned red from his curly head to his toenails. 

“Y’know,” he hissed, “I’m sick of you –”

“You’re sick? We’ve been laughing at you behind your back this whole fucking episode.” Titters and chuckles from some crew members. Adam looked around at them, hurt. “Where’d you learn how to act, anyway? Oh, I forgot. You don’t know how to act.”

He lunged and threw a punch at me. I knew it was coming, dodged, and I fell back and was caught by Tawana Barber, my 1st A.D. I didn’t have to tell my shooters to keep the cameras rolling. Long hard workdays had wired us together until we were telepathic, so they captured the next moment when Adam seized my director’s chair and smashed it to a tangle of wood and canvas on the floor of the studio. 

The two local bar bouncers we’d hired to work security jumped in. They wrestled him down and cuffed his hands behind his back, then one held Adam up and the other idiot pepper-sprayed him. 

“My eyes!” Adam wailed. “My fucking eyes!” 

“What’s the matter with you?” I yelled at the bouncers. “Now I’m short one actor. All right, damn it, let’s take him to the emergency room.”

They dragged him outside and pushed him into the back seat of a 15-passenger van. Rather than stand around in the studio with nothing to shoot, I grabbed Gabriella, our director of photography, and Bobby our sound recordist, and we climbed into the van. The ride to the medical center was ten minutes of rolling chaos, with Adam screaming “My eyes! My eyes!” and fighting the security guards holding him down. Gabriella shot it hand-held with the Redcam, I shot iPhone footage, and Bobby clipped his iPhone onto the end of his mike boom over Adam’s face. I was thrilled that Adam’s kicks fell just inches short of the cameras. The audience would flinch in front of their screens. 

We got to the ER entrance and the bouncers wrestled Adam out of the van. It took two male nurses to force Adam into a wheelchair. We scrambled beside them, still rolling cameras. I felt sorry that Adam got hurt, but it was his own fault for getting violent. At least I got a few minutes of hot cinema verité, a season finale gifted to me by the gods. Before the hospital security guards pushed and shoved me and my crew out the door, I got close up footage on my iPhone of his face, streaming tears and snot and screaming that I was an evil cunt. 

Without a pause I turned my phone on myself. “He means me, folks.” I shrugged. “But I was sure he had at least one good scene in him.” Gabriella laughed so hard Bobby had to hug her or she would’ve dropped a $25,000 camera.  

Back at the studio, the trucks were loaded and ready to go. 

“Sign the bouncers to non-union one day deals,” I told Tawana as we mounted up. “I’d like to fire them both, but now they’re in the show.” 

“We’ll get ‘em,” she said.  

I belted myself into the passenger seat of the director van. We left the studio and started back toward Manhattan with the rising sun in the east in our bloodshot eyes. In morning rush hour traffic, we crawled toward the Holland Tunnel bumper to bumper, each foot by frustrating foot bringing me closer to home and bed. I changed glasses to my dark Wayfarers. I was desperate to be anywhere but here. My mood soured into exhaustion and sadness over the end of shooting and dread of the days to come without a shot list and a crew to work with, my basic requirements for a potentially happy day. 

“Men R Dawgs”, salacious junk TV for a niche streaming channel, had put me back on the street directing a crew for the first time in 10 years. This summer I’d felt my life reborn by the stress and the hard work with my crew and the camaraderie I’d missed for so many years. Now I’d lose the daily rush of shooting and have to settle into regular office hours and the tedium of post-production. I could feel the collapse coming that I’d fought off to survive the weeks of 14 and 16-hour workdays. I promised myself as soon as I got home, I’d sit with myself and accept the stress burnout of my mind and body and start a healing routine. But my poor beat up soul couldn’t contain the grief and relief any longer. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, and on came the tears, embarrassing but impossible to hold back. My driver Tony noticed, reached over and took my hand in his rough, hairy paw.  

I turned and crooned sadly to my exhausted comrades. “The party’s over...” 

Silence. Blank stares. Then Sharona, our droll makeup artist, yawned and said, “Yeah... we’re all so-o-o sad.” That sent a quiet, tired laugh rippling through the van.

“What’ll I do without you guys to torture every day?” I pretended to whine. “I’m tough on my office kids, but they can’t take a punch like you.” 

A few of them laughed wearily, like, okay, let the boss have her fun. Others were probably giving me the finger below the back of the seat. After a long hot summer of me demanding more than they could give, some of them would need time for the bruises to heal. 

I tried to cheer myself up by counting my blessings, but I couldn’t think of any. Certainly not money. My company had the post-production budget of “Men R Dawgs” to carry us for a while, but we were working from check to check. Certainly not my love life, either. With shooting over and time on my hands, I knew I’d have to resist the urge to try to get back with Nadia Gummo, a hustling young actress and night life blogger who dumped me and broke my heart in mid-summer when I wouldn’t put her in the show. Better to write that one off, I knew, and keep going forward. Shooting was finished more or less on time and on budget, so at least the network would be happy. The pilot episode that we shot back in May was scheduled to drop at 9 p.m. tonight, so I soon might be doing more interviews with geeky show biz reporters to hype a show that embarrassed me but I couldn’t disown. 

Still, talking about the series was better than being asked about my long-gone career, when I lived and worked on both coasts and directed four films, and had money, fame, a passionate workaholic schedule, high times and beautiful lovers. In those days I never thought about if, or how quickly, it all could end, but I found out. With one flop that wasn’t my fault my filmmaking career had stalled, grew colder with every unsuccessful pitch and every phone call never returned, and finally died. 

Then last fall I came roaring out of my depression when Donald Trump was elected president, even after bragging about grabbing women by the pussy. I sat down and poured my anger into a proposal for my own reality TV show, an improv series of 30-minute episodes using fake married couples mocking the sexism and toxic masculinity and lowbrow trash TV that Trump epitomized. To make it as offensive as possible, I called it “Men R Dawgs”. I got it out of my system and sent it to my agent Marshall and forgot all about it. But to my complete amazement my old friendly rival Sylvia Strawn, now an executive producer at the Lily Channel, fell in love with the idea and fast-tracked it into production. Was this decision the network’s poor taste, or was I in-sync with the culture?

Who cared? It was work, and I needed it. We set men up to be liars and brazen crisscross adulterers who get busted by their wives, while the wives get to have a sexual adventure and the last word. The series presented male promiscuity and infidelity so caustically it absolutely titillated the executives at Lily. Based on focus group tests, their promo people had high hopes the show would be a hit. The audience didn’t care that we weren’t using real couples, they liked the premise, most of all the shaming of the husbands. At least I’d make some money, thank God. But I’d also have to keep lying to interviewers and saying I was proud of this crude hairball my dark side coughed up as a Fuck You to a vulgar misogynist who mistook his gold-plated toilet for a throne. 

My phone spit out a blues riff. Marshall, my agent, was calling. Experience told me to let it go to voicemail. Whenever Marshall called so early in the morning it was always buzzkill for breakfast. He liked to offload bad news early while I was asleep so there was no time wasted talking to me and he could get to work for clients who made him more money. 

“Yo, it’s me. Sorry about this, but I got a call back from your favorite people, Lenny and Juno Victor. So, like, they’re gonna pass on producing ‘After Lena’. I guess you expected that, right? Anyway, if you have anybody else you want me to pitch to, lemme know.” 

I’d put aside pride and my painful history with them and sent the Victors my screenplay for “After Lena.” The film was based on a mother’s memoir of coping with her teenage daughter’s suicide after the girl was harassed and cyber-bullied by a sadistic self-pitying ex-boyfriend. To be rejected by the Victors ripped open wounds I thought had healed long ago. All my old grievances with them started echoing angrily in my head and I was enjoying the rage too much to hit STOP. 

Inside the van it got dark as we entered the tunnel and picked up speed, hurrying me toward what already looked like a pretty shitty day. 

––––––––
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I lived in a rent-stabilized one-bedroom apartment in a rehabbed old brownstone on a quiet, leafy block in Chelsea. The rent was low when I signed the lease in 2004 and I could still just barely afford it. I’d covered the floors with gray industrial carpet, painted the walls pale blue, and installed my crammed bookcases, wide screen TV, and posters of my films. My neighbors were a mix of gay and straight couples because there were no units large enough for even a small family. My place had plenty of light from large windows front and back, a kitchen with room for a table and four chairs, and a large rear fire escape landing that I used as a balcony and herb garden. 

I turned on the air conditioners, pulled down the shades, and threw my sweaty clothes on the Eames chair in the corner. I rolled out my yoga mat on the living room floor and, ignoring how I smelled after a hard night’s work, practiced the Sun Salute over and over until my body felt relaxed enough to sleep. I got into bed and wrapped myself in a cool sheet. But my over-stimulated brain kept flickering with memories of the all-night shoot and echoing with raspy walkie talkie voices. Finally, I gave up. I crawled out of bed, blasted myself wide awake under a hot and cold shower, and ate an apple and a slice of whole wheat toast for breakfast. I pulled on jeans and a white linen blouse, kicked my bare feet into Cons and combed my wet hair back off my forehead to dry in the heat, and headed to work. 

––––––––
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I caught the C train at 8th and 23rd and got off at the West 50th Street station. On the subway walls I saw a poster for “Men R Dawgs” for the first time: a well-dressed young woman making a scornful face, holding a leash around the neck of a chubby balding boyfriend or husband, his tongue wagging over a sexy girl passing by. That was the Lily gang for you, risking no subtlety. I texted Sylvia to thank her and the girls for capturing the essence of the show in one image. 

With “Men R Dawgs” done shooting my office staff was working with fresh enthusiasm. I quickly glanced at my email Inbox and saw nothing urgent, including a screenplay for a lesbian Western sent by an NYU film student who somehow got my address. Large cup of coffee in hand, I drove myself through a morning of concentrated work in the dim confines of the editing cave with my editor Layne McPeek. 

Our office PA brought in deli sandwiches for lunch, and while we ate, McPeek and her assistant Betty Ann kept replaying the footage of Adam smashing up the furniture and screaming at me. 

“Awesome,” Betty Ann marveled. 

“I might be able to cut it,” McPeek said, scratching her gray buzz cut and peering critically at the screen, “so it seems like he’s screaming and smashing shit because of the wife.”  

“Luckily Adam is only half the episode,” Betty Ann said. “At least the blonde guy is hot.”

McPeek sat back. “I can do something cool with this. Let me play with it.” 

“How about this?” I said. “In the van and at the hospital, we shot Adam, but we also shot each other shooting him. We could break the fourth wall.” 

“Really?” 

“‘The breakdown of a film shoot.’ We go verité and show a director struggling with a character gone berserk. It’s one way to end the season. Let’s try that. Go crazy. Make it fun.”

“I’d have to use his worst takes,” McPeek grumbled.

“But in a perverse way,” Betty Ann said, “that might be more entertaining.” 

All I could do was sigh. 

“His performance was a disaster, so let’s play it that way. You get what I want, right? A chaos episode to end the season.” 

“Keep the profanity in?” 

“Yeah. We’re only gonna get one season anyway.”  

By mid-afternoon I was drained, a mumbling, stumbling wreck. I used to be able to work around the clock before I felt tired, but I didn’t have that kind of energy anymore. I could bum an Adderall from one of my office kids, but I was no longer a kid myself. I swore years ago after some intermittent tachycardia that I’d never risk my health on drugs again. My middle-aged addictions were pretty basic: the gym, strong coffee, sex with soulful women and rough men, and above all, work. 

I let McPeek keep working, crept to my office, and told my assistant Megan to send my calls to voicemail. I shut the door, turned off the lights, and closed the venetian blinds to shade the office from the sun beating down on Times Square and grilling the masses of tourists shuffling around in the blue haze.  

I felt bad about how I’d treated Adam. But the dude deserved a beating for not doing his job. I also failed as a director and I took it out on him. But so what? The only thing that really mattered was that we got the shot. I was excited because his performance would be a shocking break from the husbands we’d had all season, none of whom broke any furniture or tried to hit me and all of whom could act. Last night’s captures looked great and McPeek would work her usual magic. I turned off my phone, put on a sleep mask, lay back on the sofa, unsnapped my jeans and slipped my hand down between my legs, and melted into the cushions. 

––––––––
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Megan was gently shaking my shoulder.  

“Marshall’s on Hold.”

I must’ve been out for a couple hours. I’d fallen deep asleep, but now I wasn’t fully awake, and I was in no mood for more bad news. 

“Tell him to call me later.” 

“He says it’s urgent.”

“Ugh, shit. Okay.” 

I slid into the chair behind my desk, took a deep breath, yawned so hard it shook me down to my toes, and grabbed the phone.  

“A-Girl!” No Hello, just straight to business. Marshall likes his speakerphone because he can stalk around his office yelling at the phone. “We’ve got a situation! Lenny and Juno are bombarding me with calls!”

That woke me up. 

“They changed their mind about Lena?” 

“Nope nope nope. They got a huge problem with this thing they’re producing. The script needs a rewrite and you’re the writer they want.” 

“A rewrite?” 

Was this a joke? The Victors were notorious for hiring writers then forcing them to sue to get paid. Even after all these years Lenny and Juno were an open wound in my psyche and Marshall knew it. So why was he doing this to me? I often wondered what mutant genes produced guys like him: aggressive, head-driven, trash-talking young agents wearing brown shoes with dark slacks, wheeling and dealing their way through a business jungle where envy, vanity, contempt, and Schadenfreude were the daily emotional weather.

“They’re way into prep, and now, I mean, like, today, their director told them the script still needs a lot of work.” 

“What director?” 

“Egon” – slowly, for effect – “Swift.”

“Oh wow,” I whispered, mocking Marshall’s awe. “Egon...Swift.” 

A pampered Hollywood brat whose father was a big studio executive, Egon, in New York film crew lingo, was a “silver spoon,” as in born with one in his mouth. Most women I knew hated his films, ultra-violent psycho-thrillers with undisguised borrowings from Hitchcock, De Palma, and Tarantino. He was famous for his flashy camera work, simple-minded plots, disturbed male characters, and their sexy female victims, who were always emotionally abused and graphically killed. His first two films so glamorized cruelty and violence against women that he was called out by male and female critics alike for his sadistic misogyny. I wasn’t one of those women who wanted to string him up by his balls, but if someone did, I’d approve. His movies grossed nine hundred million dollars worldwide catering to the lowest audience tastes and made him a Hollywood player at the age of thirty. Then, his imagination apparently exhausted, came his third film, a strained mashup of his over-used ideas, and it bombed, or, as the studios liked to say of their precious male directors, it underperformed.  

“They begged me to call you,” Marshall said, “can you believe that shit?” 

They begged? I hoped they squirmed in shame. But that was impossible because Lenny and Juno Victor were the most shameless people I knew. For years I’d seen a psychiatrist to try to stop blaming them for the failure of my fourth film. I spent most of those sessions ranting and raving and trying to purge my rage by smashing the exam couch with a tennis racket and screaming “No!” at the top of my lungs. It didn’t work, because they were to blame. When my health insurance stopped paying the shrink because I wasn’t making progress, I quit going. I stopped trying to forgive them, owned my real feelings, and created my own guided-imagination exercise. I fantasized that I cornered the Victors, drenched them with a bucket of gasoline, and set them on fire. That usually mellowed me out. The only reason I asked Marshall to pitch “After Lena” to them was because I’d been rejected all the way down to the bottom of my list of possible producers, and there they were. 

“Marshall,” I sighed. “I don’t want to work with Egon Swift. You know the kind of movies he makes.” 

“No, no, this is not his usual thing. It’s based on a play about 9/11 called ‘Lonely Sky’. It’s a big Off Broadway hit.” 

“Yeah, I know about it. I haven’t seen it.” 

“It’s heavy. All about loss and mourning and grief and shit. And yeah, okay, 9/11, not exactly a fresh idea. But they read Lena and they think you have a talent for painful material.” 

“So why didn’t they ask me to direct?” 

“Adrienne —”

“Call them back. Tell them I’m unavailable.” Let’s see how they handle painful material. “Anything else?” 

“C’mon Adrienne.” 

“The director is unhappy with the script. The producers are desperate. The clock is running, money is burning up. You know what this is? It’s a glue trap for any writer dumb enough to go for the cheese.” 

“Yeah, okay. It’s also a job.” 

“If the movie works and makes money, they’ll take all the credit. If it flops, they’ll blame me and my script.” 

“How do you know that’ll happen?”

“Instinct. And I can’t risk another flop.” 

Ten years ago, Lenny and Juno abandoned me in my fight against the studio’s insipid marketing campaign for my fourth film. It failed at the box office and that killed my career in feature films. I try never to think about that bleak summer, the snarky self-esteem-crushing reviews, the film playing for two weeks to empty theaters, and how I’d wake up in the wee lonesome hours, angry and sick at heart. I’m sure the experience took years off my life. 

“This could be an opening to make features again,” Marshall said. “And you know you need the money.” 

“I need a vacation, and I’m too tired and depressed to keep talking about this. Tomorrow I’m going out to Cherry Grove for two weeks rest. Goodbye, Marshall.” 

“No no no! They want you to see the play tonight, go talk with them and the director, and do a rewrite, like, tomorrow. They’re looking for a savior. They think you’re it.” 

“Did they actually say that?” 

“Yeah, yeah,” he chuckled, echoing my astonishment, “they did.” 

“Wait a second.”  

I put him on hold, got down on my knees in front of my couch, and began pounding it with my fists, crying and cursing, “Get out of my life! Get out of my life! Get the fuck out of my life!”  

I heard Megan outside the door. “Adrienne? Are you okay?” 

“Yes, I’m fine.” I got up and wiped my eyes, feeling better. Marshall’s call was still blinking at me.  

“This is the best offer anyone’s made since ‘Men R Dawgs’,” he said, calmer this time. “If you go in, do a rewrite that works, people will know you saved the show. It’ll improve your brand.”  

“I have directed four films.” 

“You’re only as hot as your last film. You know that.” 

“Then how come his last film bombed two years ago and he’s already making a new one?” Of course, he wouldn’t even try to answer that. “Just tell them ‘no’.”

“Maybe the writing gig will start something we can leverage to get them to produce Lena.” 

“Why are men deaf to the word ‘No’ when it’s spoken by a woman?” 

“Look, okay, I get it, I do,” he said. When Marshall meets resistance, he always sounds like he’s strangling on his vocal chords. “You hate Lenny and Juno, fine, I know you’ve got your reasons. But go see the play at least? Please? Then if you say no, you’ll at least have looked at the material. Saying no won’t seem so much like a ‘Fuck you.’ The Dawgs wrap party’s tonight, right? Can you fit it in before the party?” When I didn’t answer, he said, “Do it as a favor to me? Please? They’re calling me every fifteen minutes.” 

The fucking nerve of those two. They were really asking for it. 

“All right. Tell them I’ll see it. Get me a ticket for tonight. And have them email me the play.”  

“Okay! And you know, maybe the play doesn’t suck.” 

I didn’t care about that. This was an opportunity to serve up a cold dish of revenge. I was so pissed off at this intrusion that I decided to teach the Victors a painful lesson in good manners. I’d see the play, take a meeting, act nice to them, pay for my own drinks, and try not to talk through gritted teeth. I’d raise their hopes, make them wait while I pretended to consider their offer, waste as much of their precious time as I could, then reject their offer and flick them away like dead flies off a windowsill. 
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I went home and got ready for a night on the town. I pumped L’Occitane Verbena liquid soap on a loofah and scrubbed myself, imagining I was shedding old skin, until I glowed. I used baby shampoo and a conditioner that gave my black hair a dramatic shine. It’s a cliché that French girls use cosmetics so cleverly you can’t tell that they’re wearing any, but it’s also true. All I ever used was light sunblock and a swipe of clear lip gloss. I stepped back from the full-length mirror on the bedroom door. I still loved the woman I saw in the mirror, and I was proud that even in my worst times I never let myself sit in front of the TV at night stuffing my face. I got hooked on fitness in my twenties, and in my mid-forties I was still lean and muscled and luckily small-breasted, so I was still defying gravity. I finished fluffing out my hair and plucked out a few gray strands. 

When I was a skinny punky middle school girl, before I grew into my face and body, my dimwitted classmates nicknamed me The Little Crow because I always dressed in black. Someone wrote in my yearbook, Quietly weird, and she was a friend. Except for exploring my sexuality and shooting my early camcorder movies with friends, high school was a torturous bore, and I endured it like a convict counting the days left in a prison sentence. I was unpopular and considered stuck up, but high school was where I trained myself to intuit what people were thinking and feeling so I’d know how real a threat or possible friend they might be. In my 1988 yearbook photo, amongst all the big hair and shoulder pads and mullets and friendly clueless looks, my eyes almost burn off the page. Friend or foe? 

I’ve been lucky as an actor, because I’ve played roles that I wrote for myself. In a casting director’s database I’d be described as “Pretty, nerdy, emo-gamine,” and my picture would show a pale-faced brunette wearing glasses, with high cheekbones, a small pointy nose, a thick mane of raven hair, strong jawline, and a small mouth with pouty lips. An added note, “looks older in close-up,” meant I didn’t try to hide the wrinkles around those dark, troubled eyes. 

I pulled on a white lace thong and bra, dabbed a Dior fragrance called Ambre Nuit between my breasts and just below my belly button, and slipped into a sleeveless white linen dress hemmed above the knee. Tonight, once I’d seen the play and mind-gamed the Victors, I planned to go to the Dawgs wrap party and seduce the hottest man or woman I could get. Male, female, both, whatever. I needed steam, hot naked skin on skin, a night of rough, smelly, sweaty, mind-blowing sex to mark the end of shooting. I stepped into my dancing shoes and tossed my hair back on my shoulders. 

A call rang on my iPhone from PRIVATE. I let it go to voicemail, then I listened. A deep resonant male voice, throbbing with feeling, crooned, off-key, a song by Irving Berlin called “What’ll I do?”  

Aldo. Oh no. Oh God. No-no-no! I got to the Eames chair in my living room, my safe place, and sat down. I saved the voicemail and swiped through my contacts for my lawyer’s cell number, which I hadn’t called in months. A recorded message said the number had been disconnected, so I called her office.

“Levy and Associates,” a voice said. It sounded like a new receptionist. 

“Annie, please. It’s Adrienne Monet.” 

“I’m sorry, she’s gone for the weekend.” 

“Can I have her cellphone number, please?” 

“I’m sorry, I’m not allowed to give that out.” 

That jerked me bolt upright in the chair. “I’m a client.” 

“I’m so sorry, but —”

“This is urgent. Like, life or death, okay? Can you find her and conference us?”

“One moment please.” On hold, I jumped up and rushed around the apartment making sure all the windows were locked and the chain was on the front door. 

Not this! Not him again! Not now, when my workdays were about to become regular, leaving me lots of time for paranoia. ‘Aldo,’ a one name legend in his own mind, was the alter ego of a pretty-boy slacker from Los Angeles, none-too-bright and living on a trust fund. He hung around New York where his sloth and lifestyle weren’t so visible to his rich family. Aldo had an obsession with the dissolute jazz trumpeter Chet Baker. He had the same brooding beauty, thick chestnut hair and high cheekbones, full pouty lips and deep-set blue eyes. He wore dark suits and white shirts and skinny ties like a 1950s cool jazz musician and carried a trumpet in an alligator-hide case. He also used heroin and cocaine like his idol, and dope was slowly destroying his lean, tautly muscled body. Aldo called himself a trumpet player, but he was often too stoned to practice and his playing sucked. No-one dared to say that to Aldo’s face, because despite the cool mask he could suddenly become a very angry dude. Emotionally, Aldo could pinball from charming to truculent to dangerous in a blink. 

The night we met, he chatted me up outside a club downtown, saying he liked my performance in my second film, “Girl in the City”. His charm and rugged good looks, his obvious wealth, and his jittery energy swept me up immediately. After a couple drinks, I let him take me up to his room in a posh hotel near Gramercy Park. That night he played his trumpet for me and I pretended to be impressed. Luckily, the people in the next room complained and he had to stop. That night I discovered Aldo’s real talent was for the kind of rough sex that got me scared and excited but didn’t go too far. I floated out at eight o’clock the next morning, yawning, sore, and at peace with the world. Angry self-destructive guys are sometimes just the thing for exciting sex, better than the petting, licking, and dull fucking a girl gets from nice, sensitive men. I liked how he treated me like a bad girl who needed to be taught a lesson without crossing into threatening behavior. That came later. 

I tried to keep the affair uncomplicated, like most of my hookups with men. The final break up was driven by our respective maladjustments. I knew I should quit him, but I found the sex irresistible, despite the risk he would pick up a disease from another junkie and infect me. The harder I tried to pull away, the more possessive he got.

Eventually he took the bullying too far and I finally found the nerve to end it. Afterward, I went hunting again among the lower primates, hoping for a new no-strings hookup with a handsome thug. Instead I met Nadia Gummo, bad luck that I made worse by falling in love. 

“Miss Monet? Annie’s on the line, go ahead.” 

“Adrienne?” my lawyer said. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s back.”

“Who’s back?”

“Aldo.”

“Oh God. Him again?” 

“He’s never going to stop.”

“All right, calm down. What happened?”

“A lovesick voicemail. Somehow he got my new cell number.”

“But you haven’t seen him? Hanging around?”

“Not yet.” 

“Good.”

“Yeah, until he kills me.” 

“Call the police. You have to report this.” 

“What good did it do last time?” 

“We got the order of protection.”

“A piece of paper.”

“Which he violated by calling you.”

“Great. Next time he tries to cut my throat, I’ll wave it in his face.” 

“I’m trying to be helpful –”

But nobody could help. That throb in Aldo’s voice as he sang me a love song meant he was out of his mind again. I hung up and grabbed my keys. I had to get out of the apartment before I gave in to fear and stayed home. Skip the play, skip the wrap party, cower in my apartment? No way. Before I left for my night on the town, I rummaged around in the junk drawer under my kitchen counter, found my vial of jogger’s pepper spray, and put it in my shoulder bag.

Would I really have to go back to looking over my shoulder, scanning faces, afraid to check my phone messages and email? Because Aldo had taken getting dumped badly. He begged me to reconsider. He wept. He gave up and crept away. Later, he came bopping back into my life, and when I ignored him, he flipped out and trapped me one morning in the foyer of my old office building in Tribeca, shoving me around and threatening me with a knife, sputtering that I was no longer his ‘No. 1 Lady,’ just a cruel, sneaky bitch who used him for sex then dumped him. Which was true, of course, but I didn’t trick poor Aldo into anything. He was just too dumb to get the deal. He’d been a cool playmate until he let his delusion that we were in love run away with him. Such a beautiful young man, such an exciting beast in bed, but weak at the core, like most men who bully women. By sheer luck I was saved that morning by a husky building custodian who slammed Aldo into a wall, took away his knife, and sent him sniveling out the door. I moved my offices up to Times Square, glad that I’d never let him know where I lived. My lawyer also got that order of protection from the court, but by then Aldo had vanished. My bruises soon faded but the nightmares never quite went away. 
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[image: ]


That night in the theater as the cast of “Lonely Sky” took one curtain call after another, I stood there sobbing, clapping and yelling “Bravo!” in awe at how deeply the brave wounded characters had touched me and moved the entire audience. People were either on their feet clapping and roaring or still sitting in stunned silence. Finally, the cast waved and blew kisses and walked off. 

I sat back down in my seat as the people shuffled out, thinking about what I’d just experienced. The playwright Joel Garner had woven together three separate stories about people in New York still struggling to recover one year after the horror of 9/11. The stories developed in radically different directions. In “The Day Before Doomsday,” a comically paranoid East Village hipster keeps exhausting his young wife with schemes to fortify their railroad flat against the dangers he’s sure are coming – another terrorist attack, a killer pandemic, an Atlantic tsunami, a dirty bomb in the middle of Manhattan – imprisoning himself and his wife in anxiety and suffocating their marriage. “I’m A Stranger Here” was the harrowing story of the dignified patriarchal Muslim owner of a Brooklyn travel agency. After false arrest, a year of imprisonment, rendition and torture, he is dumped back on his doorstep by the CIA and tries to resume his life, while his teenage son struggles to come to terms with his manhood in the country that brutalized his father by mistake. 

The performance I couldn’t get out of my head was a spooky story called “Constant Companion.” A tall handsome actor named Jonathan Lehane played investment banker David Sawyer, who kissed his wife as she left for her law office at the World Trade Center on 9/11 and never heard from her again. A year later, still unable to accept her death, he hallucinates her as a living presence in their Upper East Side townhouse. Lehane’s beauty made Sawyer’s misery poignant; it seemed unfair that such a handsome man should suffer so profoundly.  

In a daze, I floated out of the air-conditioned lobby and into that hot August night thick with humidity and bus exhaust, into a world that felt so much richer, so much more alive than the world before the play. I wandered down 42nd Street to 10th Avenue, caught in the rush of the Friday evening crowd, feeling a powerful, sweet sad empathy for my fellow human beings. Weren’t all of us struggling against the odds to live the best life we can? Never had a night in the theater made me feel so alive, or so radically changed my hope for my future. I forgot all about my fantasy of wreaking vengeance on the Victors. They had a potential masterpiece of a movie on their hands. 

Meanwhile, at that moment The Lily Channel was streaming the premiere episode of “Men R Dawgs.” I had no difficulty admitting to myself that I was so deeply moved by “Lonely Sky” because the play’s compassion for its characters was the opposite of the contempt for the cheating husbands and the hypocritical triumph of the wives offered by my brazen, smutty reality TV show. To achieve the distasteful Schadenfreude that “Dawgs” promised to arouse, I had to go 100 percent for that vulgar pleasure while I was directing it. But “Lonely Sky” and the nobility of its struggling characters filled me with compassion and a tragic sense of life as it really was. 

It also gave me a powerful and totally unrealistic hope. I knew exactly how I could turn the play into a brilliant movie, one that would challenge my talents and force me to grow as an artist, exactly what I needed after ten years of fruitless effort and aching frustration. But the rights were owned by producers I hated and mistrusted, and my only way onto the show was to write for a director who glamourized brutality against women. Any self-respecting writer with taste and common sense would pass; but not if she’d seen this play, and not if she’d struggled for the past ten years with so little to show. 

––––––––
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I found Lenny Victor smoking a cigar and pacing in front of the West Bank Café in a heated conversation with someone on the Bluetooth buds sticking out of his ears. Since I’d last seen him his reckless hedonism had turned him into a gross, dissipated cherub, fatter in the belly and jowls, his eyes sunken deeper and darker. His thinning gray hair was moussed-up into an absurdly youthful brush cut and stubble covered his cheeks and neck. His wardrobe was still hopelessly 1980s: cracked unpolished cowboy boots, wrinkled linen slacks, a tent-like Hawaiian shirt, and a double-breasted linen suit jacket hanging open, the sleeves shoved up to his elbows exposing his thick hairy forearms. 

He waved and gave me the 60-year-old version of little boy Lenny’s twinkly eyes and toothy grin. He stashed his half-smoked cigar in a screw-top case and pocketed it and swung toward me with his arms out and a wounded look that said Rescue me! but really meant I’m coming to steal your soul! The hug was unbearable, reeking of sweat and cigar breath. But he didn’t grab my ass, so that told me he really needed something from me, which meant I was holding his big furry balls in the palm of my hand.  

“So!” he growled. “You saw the play?” 

“Just now.” 

“Incredible, right?” 

“Well, we should talk.” 

“Yeah! Let’s go!” As he led me to the rear of the cafe, Lenny said, “How’s your TV show doing?” I was surprised he even knew what I was working on. 

“Episode 1 drops tonight. The network thinks we have a hit.” 

“Good for you, Adrienne,” he said, adding with a smarmy chuckle, “didn’t I always say you have many talents?” 

That motherfucker! He still can’t help himself! We both knew what he was talking about and suddenly, as if no years had passed and I was still an 18-year-old newcomer to the business, my pulse started pounding, my mouth went dry, and I was afraid to be too close to him. 

“Is Juno here?” 

“Yeah, yeah,” he sighed. “She’s in the back. We’re proud of you, Adrienne, especially me, since I gave you your start in the business.” 

Juno was perched on a back corner banquette, her phone at her ear. She was wearing a beige pants suit and open-collared blouse and a look of distress. Her long-jawed, bronzed face was framed with shoulder-length hair, now gray, that she kept flipping nervously back. She muttered into the phone and slid over for Lenny to sit beside her, but she held me off with a raised hand for privacy. Hello Juno, I thought, and fuck you, too.  

This meeting would go easier with a dose of anesthesia. I didn’t care that I’d only had two hours sleep in the last thirty-six. I wandered over to the bar and asked for a St. Germain Royale, ice cold champagne with a dash of a liqueur made from elderflowers. It arrived in a chilled tulip glass, and I took a long drink and congratulated myself for finishing a long hot summer’s work. 

Lenny and Juno waved me over to join them. I drained my Royale and brought a second drink to the table. There were smiles and hugs and kisses all around, murmurs of counterfeit affection, and we settled in around the banquette. I sat back and sipped my drink with a pleasant smile on my face and my loathing on a low burn, waiting for them to crawl to me. 

“So,” Lenny said, “when I read Lana —”

“Lena.” 

“— I knew you were the answer to our Joel Garner problem. The way your writing brings out the humanity of your characters.”

“Sorry we passed on your new script, honey,” Juno droned through her nose. “We just didn’t fall in love with it.” 

I shrugged. “I’m sure somebody will.” 

Lenny said, “Our problem is, we signed Joel to adapt his play, but he’s on the fifth draft and the writing is getting worse, not better.” 

“Egon’s frustrated,” Juno said. “And now he won’t even talk to Joel. It’s, like, over between those two.” 

“There were five curtain calls tonight,” I said. “Everybody walked out in tears. With impact like that, how could you have a bad script?” 

“Because he didn’t write a screenplay!” Juno said. “He stuck a lot of camera angles into his play that he thinks are Egon’s style. None of it makes any sense. The script isn’t shaped, it doesn’t flow, it has no voice —” 

“No locations!” Lenny gasped. “But Joel, him we have to deal with every day.” 

“Such a pain in the ass,” Juno said in a languid drawl. “Always bitching and demanding something.”  

Probably to get paid, I thought. 

“In the screenplay,” I said, “the three stories have to harmonize as perfectly as they do onstage,” preparing to make the obvious point: Egon Swift was the wrong director for such complex material.

But Juno cleared her throat. “It’s about people struggling courageously to recover. They’re all dealing with loss – the death of a beloved wife, the loss of a sense of freedom and safety, of the immigrant’s hope for a better life in America and belief in a father’s strength. They all have to decide, live free, or become walled-in by fear, illusion, terror, or hatred.” 

I almost laughed. Juno had quoted, like a parrot, from a poster enlargement of a review that stood in the lobby of the theater. She’d always been clever like that, in a vacuous sort of way. 

“True,” I said. “But that’s not why people are so moved by it.” 

“No?” she said irritably. A highly educated know-it-all, she hated to be corrected, which was too bad, because she wasn’t as smart as she thought. 

“The play puts us right back in the emotional impact of 9/11,” I said. “When we share the character’s struggles to rebalance their lives, we feel closer to our fellow Americans, which I think is so important at this moment when the country is so divided and angry. 9/11 supposedly gave us national unity from shared tragedy. I always thought that was wishful thinking, but tonight I saw I was wrong. With this play, we get that connection with each other back for a couple hours. And we need that now, more than ever.” Lenny and Juno glanced at each other, wary but impressed. “I walked out feeling compassion for everybody in this country. It was a huge relief. Great cast, by the way.” 

“Yes, except Egon decided to get new actors,” Juno said. “The only one he kept in the film is Jonathan Lehane.” 

“He’s brilliant.”

“Yeah,” Lenny said. “And he won the Best Actor Obie.” 

“I’m surprised I don’t know his work.” 

“He’s been under the radar for a long time,” Lenny said.  

“His performance is uncanny.” 

“We have a chance here to make a wonderful film,” Lenny said, “but the time factor is insane. The start and wrap dates are set in stone, because Egon’s availability is limited. He’s gotta be back in L.A. by Christmas to start prep on a new thriller.” 

The surge of outrage made my head spin. The sexist brat was going to toss off his New York art film before he rushed back to Hollywood to squeeze out another big budget turd. 

“This isn’t Egon’s kind of material,” I said, as pleasantly as I could. “Why’d you ask him to direct this, anyway?” 

“He came to us,” Juno said. “Egon and his wife were on a shopping trip in the city. They saw the play and he just fell in love with it.” 

“He offered us a serious chunk o’ change for the rights,” Lenny grinned. “We wouldn’t sell, but he was still hot to direct.” 

Juno explained, “We bought the rights before it even opened. We read it two years before it got to the stage.” 

“The chick who used to be our personal assistant lives with Joel.” 

“They needed money. We were able to cut a deal.”  

“Egon has made a shit ton of money for Emerge International and they want to keep him happy.” 

“They came up with a small budget for ‘Lonely Sky’ as a passion project for him.” 

“So everybody’s working for scale. Or else deferred,” said Lenny. “That’s how we can do it for so little money. But that doesn’t apply to you. We need you on this.” 

I was half-listening to them. Losing Egon would mean no financing and no movie, so it was pointless to pitch myself to direct. There was still the rewrite gig, but that was no consolation. I was about to finish my drink, say I’d think about it, and cry all the way over to the “Dawgs” wrap party when Lenny looked past me, waved toward the bar, and called out, “Oh, hi!” He lowered his voice. “Here comes Jonathan.” Then he called out, “Hello, hello! Join us!” Lenny twisted in his seat, looking for the waiter. 

I heard a deep bass voice behind me: “‘Ey-y-y Lenny... and Juno baby,” ogling and mocking Juno’s homeliness, which caused my jaw to tighten.  

Juno replied with a steely grin. “Have you met Adrienne Monet?” 

Jonathan Lehane leaned into my line of sight and looked me over from head to foot. 

“Well hello.” His voice went right through me, like a phrase on a cello.

I nodded. “Pleased to meet you.” 

He offered his hand, and we shook. I moved over, inviting him to sit beside me. He hesitated for a moment, then sat down and gave us all a smile that was hearty but wary. 

He looked older off stage and without makeup, maybe 65 going on 45, with no signs of cosmetic surgery. He was dressed in faded blue jeans and a matching sleeveless denim jacket and no undershirt. He was over six feet tall and slender, with thick gray Irish hair, long expressive eyebrows and bright blue eyes, a perfect nose and high cheekbones and strong jaw, and full lips that would have been sexy on a woman. Beside me, he smelled like salty sweat and cigarette smoke, and he stared at me like a cartoon cat who’s cornered a mouse.  

“Well, Adrienne,” he said. “First time we meet, and here you are in very disreputable company.” Lenny gave a little forced laugh, but Juno just settled into a droll stare. 

“Just having a drink with old friends.” 

“We’re trying to sign Adrienne to do a rewrite,” Lenny said. 

“Well, somebody better do one. What else have you done?” 

“I’ve written and directed four films.” 

“So how would you write this one?”  

“I just saw the play. The impact on the audience —” 

“It’s every night,” Lenny said. 

“Obviously the emotions from 9/11 are now wired into the collective consciousness. To take a movie audience into that pain the writing has to be wise and compassionate.” 

“Yeah.” He nodded. “And don’t forget our director isn’t Mike Nichols.” He resented Lenny and Juno for signing a hack like Egon Swift to direct his award-winning vehicle. Could’ve predicted that. 

“I’ll arrange Adrienne’s meeting with Egon,” Lenny said, grabbing his cell phone.  

With his elbow on the table, Jonathan turned toward me, and I found myself in an intimate space with him. My most seductive instincts arose quite naturally. 

“You directed something with ‘sperm’ in the title, right?” he said. “That was a while ago.”

“That title was the studio’s idea. And it didn’t work.” 

“I remember the story. Interesting characters. And you didn’t take sides.” 

“Well, how could I? They’re all me.” 

I got the kind of condescending grin he might give an amateur. That told me he’d already decided I was not the writer to adapt “Lonely Sky”. 

Across the table Lenny and Juno were passing the phone back and forth as they jabbered noisily with Egon Swift. I leaned my shoulder on the banquette and turned so I could only be heard by Jonathan. 

“You made me cry tonight,” I said softly. “You made your dead wife come alive, right out of thin air.” 

“Well, I had a lot of help from the playwright.” 

“Film would allow us to show her. It could deepen the audience’s empathy with them both.” 

“Depends on the writing, and who plays the wife.” 

“I think the audience will want to see her.” He thought about that a moment then shrugged. “To write her side of the scenes, there’s plenty to work with, because Sawyer’s lines are excellent. The playwright deserves a lot of credit.” 

“Yes, he does.” Jonathan lowered his voice, glancing across the table. “But he’s not getting much help from Egon, and those two think he’s a pain in the ass.” I just shrugged. Some people, what can you do? “So, you live in the city?” he said. 

Under the table I suddenly felt a warm, dry hand grip my bare thigh under my skirt, high up on the inside. 

“Chelsea,” I heard myself say, looking him in the eye, all my attention on that hand and the smirk on his face. I was offended, yet also excited. Despite those killer looks, or maybe because of them, he was just a typical man, grabbing what he wanted without any wit or charm. His audacity intrigued me for a second or two, then I considered breaking his perfect blade of a nose. But that would definitely be counterproductive. So instead of smacking him or turning the table over, and because the butterflies fluttering in my belly seemed to be trying to pour out of my vagina, I sipped my drink and just stared. If he wanted to shock me, he’d have to be a lot bolder than a sneaky hand stroking my thigh.  

“Oh, too bad,” he said. “I’m going uptown, or else I’d offer you a ride.” 

I could have invited him to come with me to the “Dawgs” wrap party so I could get to know him. But that hand on my thigh changed the dynamic, and now I’d have to be careful with how I encouraged Jonathan Lehane. 

“So, Adrienne,” he said, “if you take the gig, you better be good.” 

“I’m better than you seem to think.” I reached down, squeezed his hand holding my thigh, then removed it.

Grinning, he plucked a pen from his jacket pocket. “Here’s my number. Call me.” He wrote it on my napkin. “I can tell you things about the play from the inside out.” 

“I’m sure your insights would be helpful.” And by the way, does your cock match your big opinion of yourself?  

“See ya.” He rose, flipped a dismissive wave to the Victors, and headed for the exit, leaving the Heineken they bought him sweating untouched on its coaster. He strolled with ease and confidence, like an athlete or a dancer. As he passed two young men at the bar they stopped talking, watched him leave, then turned to each other, drank up and tossed some money down, and headed out the door. 

“Tough luck fellas,” Lenny chuckled. “He’s queer for girls.” 

Juno was on a FaceTime call, calmly and patiently pitching me to Egon Swift. “We’ve worked with her. Her name is Adrienne Monet.” 

His voice was light and calm and without any apparent attitude. Mellow, y’know? 

“Never heard of her.” 

“She’s a first-rate writer, one of the best.” 

“Then why don’t I know about her?” 

“She’s New York-based.” 

“So are plenty of other writers.” 

“You’ve never worked in New York, otherwise you’d know about her.” 

“So, what’s she done?”

“She’s written and directed four films and we respect her work very highly. We think she’s the writer you need. Here, talk to her.” 

Juno handed me the phone. On screen was a young man with a wide, square-jawed face, a small tightly pursed mouth and curly black hair. The look in his eyes was arrogant, cool and confident. He was wearing a dark jacket and white dress shirt. In the room behind him, a piano, bass, and drums played a slow shuffle behind a trumpet player, causing me a brief trill of Aldo terrors, as jazz always did. 

“Hello Egon.” 

“Oh hi Adrienne,” he said briskly. “So you’re our new writer?” 

“Once I hear your vision for the film, I’ll know if I can write it.” 

I felt ridiculous using the word vision with him, but Egon Swift was a creature of Hollywood, a place where you don’t have a career, you have a journey, and where even your flimsiest idea can prove you’re a visionary if you get somebody to finance it.  

“I just need the play translated to the screen with as much taste and elegance as you can bring.” 

Of course. A tasteful, elegant art film to dress up his sordid reputation. 

“Are you available tomorrow?”

“I’ll be at my place in East Hampton. Lenny and Juno have the address.”  

“I’ll be there—”

Abruptly the screen went blank.  

“So Adrienne,” Juno said, taking the phone from me. “Can we call Marshall and talk about your deal?” 

“I’ll call you tomorrow. After I meet with Egon.” 

Lenny kept clearing his throat and pushing up his jacket cuffs like he was ready to get to work, while Juno just looked at her watch and sighed. Tick tock, tick tock... 

––––––––
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On Saturday morning the East Hampton jitney was totally booked and so were the planes from Teterboro and LaGuardia, so I had to settle in for a long train ride to the east end of Long Island. The night before, I’d left the “Dawgs” wrap party with one of the Lily execs on one arm and her boyfriend on the other, both of them tripping on mushrooms that I politely declined, and we made a long erotic night of it at their place in Williamsburg. I was tired and hungover by the time I raced up to Penn Station and the LIRR. But I had the playscript for “Lonely Sky” to read, which was more stimulating than a 24-ounce cup of coffee. 

My taxi stopped beside a tall hedge on Lily Pond Lane, at a gate manned by a security guard in uniform with a pistol on his belt. I rolled down the window and gave my name. He looked me up on a tablet, took my picture, tapped the screen, and the gate swung open. We drove toward the house up a long shady driveway bordering an emerald green lawn that glowed in the salty oceanside sunlight. Egon’s house was a brand-new replica of a classic, brown-shingled Hamptons beach mansion with lots of gables and white porch railings. 

Ordinarily I’d have no desire to meet Egon Swift. We were in the same business, his movies were hits, he was a Hollywood player and world famous and everybody wanted to befriend him, work with him, go to bed with him, get high with him. But he was all wrong as the director of “Lonely Sky”. Nothing in his past work suggested he had the talent to direct it with any taste or intelligence. So why did he think he could? Was this a sudden burst of creative testosterone? A spiritual upshift to a more enlightened Hollywood consciousness? I couldn’t wait to hear whatever insights he was undoubtedly eager to share. 

A cool dry breeze swept across the car park, lifted the hair off my forehead, unstuck my linen blouse from my back and invaded the wide cuffs of my shorts. Even the wind out here was the best money could buy. In the shade beneath a row of towering hemlocks, a Mercedes SUV was parked beside a BMW convertible and a Range Rover, all of them black with smoked windows.  

A man’s voice murmurred behind me, “Adrienne?”

“Hello Egon.”  

He stepped down the broad granite staircase with his hand extended and his small lips twisted in a pout. I guessed he was thirty. He was about six feet tall and broad shouldered, with a buffed-out chest under a white linen shirt. His handshake was as limp as his voice.  

“It took you so long to get here. Didn’t you fly?” 

“I couldn’t get a flight on short notice, so I had to take the train.” 

“Well, okay, but I’m a little pressed for time. Come on, let’s get comfortable.” 

Walking through the house was like flipping the pages of a feature story in Architectural Digest. In the living room, two sofas faced each other across a marble and mahogany coffee table on natural fiber carpet, near a fireplace big enough to roast more than one peasant at a time. Passing through the dining room, we rounded a table set for twelve under two chandeliers of electric candles. The kitchen had a wide-plank oak floor, glass-front cabinetry, stainless steel appliances, and a wine cabinet behind glass doors holding at least fifty bottles. 

We stepped out the back door onto a covered terra cotta deck overlooking the swimming pool, beyond which the backyard sloped down to the dunes and the gray-green Atlantic. Egon led me to two wicker sofas facing each other across a low glass table. He gestured to someone behind me, and when I glanced back, I caught the flicker of a white apron. 

“Is coffee okay for you?” he said, pulling out his smart phone and peering at it. “Or would you like something stronger?” 

“Coffee’s perfect.” 

“Good, coming right up. One second.” His thumbs attacked the phone. 

The coffee came in a glass French press on a silver tray with a pitcher of cream, a bowl of sugar cubes and a pair of tongs, and was strong, hot, and delicious. A maid in uniform silently poured a Red Bull into a tall glass for my host. 

Egon’s lips moved as he read the text message, then he sent it. 

“On the phone last night the light was so dim I couldn’t see you,” he said. “I was expecting a writer who was all business, you know, hunchback, chronic headache, chain-smoker. You’re a very nice surprise.” 

“Who says I’m not all business?” I said with a friendly grin.  

He chuckled, then glanced over my shoulder and his grin vanished. From behind me a lithe, dark haired woman appeared, tanned and fit in a two-piece bathing suit and herding two smaller versions of Egon, one boy and one girl. She held out her hand to me. Her grip was strong, assured. 

“Hello, I’m Rita Swift,” she said, smiling, but curious. Her husband watched us nervously. 

“Adrienne Monet.” 

“Your name is familiar.” 

“I’ve made a few films. I’m here to talk about writing for your husband.”  

“Ah. Well, welcome.” Rita’s voice quickened as she turned to her husband. “We’re going to the beach.” 

The little girl sidled up beside Egon and put her arm over his shoulders. 

“Daddy, are you coming to the beach with us?” 

“Not now, honey, Daddy’s working.” He kissed her cheek, and she slid away from him, disappointed. 

“The beach?” Egon said. “You’re going to the beach now?” 

“Just for a while,” Rita said with forced patience. “The kids need something to do.” Her eyes dropped to me. “Nice meeting you, Adrienne.” 

“Nice meeting you too. Bye, kids.”  

“Don’t forget later,” Egon called out as his family walked away. “We have that thing.” 

“I know, I know,” Rita said over her shoulder. “I’ll be here for your thing.”  

He watched Rita walk away. He pondered for a moment, then said, “Sorry. Excuse me for a second.” 

He stood up, dialing the phone, and walked over beside the pool. He talked for a minute, lowered his voice and spoke emphatically at one point, then returned, shaking his head. 

“The work never ends,” Egon said, staring at his phone and flicking it with his fingertip. “So... Juno said you used to direct.” 

“I still do. My reality TV series dropped last night. Maybe you saw it. ‘Men R Dawgs’?” 

“‘Men R Dawgs’?” He chuckled. “That’s yours?” 

“My latest.” 

“Congratulations. As we know, it’s a rough business for women.” 

“Yeah. I guess we’ve both had our ups and downs.” 

He gave me a vague smirk. 

I raised my coffee cup. “Here’s to more ups than downs.” 

With his free hand he raised his Red Bull and drank. He obviously didn’t know about any of my films. That didn’t surprise me, since I made my last film when he was barely out of school. But no way was I going to present my CV like some pathetic job seeker. I wanted to hear how he’d answer the most important question. 

“So, Egon, what attracted you to ‘Lonely Sky’?”  

“Well, I’m obviously very gratified that the public has embraced me and my films, but I’ve got to re-brand. Show a new maturity in my work.” I waited for more, and, looking uncomfortable, he went on. “Rita took me to see the play. I knew immediately I had to do it. It’s rare to find 9/11 material that isn’t the usual, you know, clichés.”

“But the script needs work.” 

“Yes it does.” His phone rang. “One second, sorry. I have to take this.” 

He stepped away again, walking past the pool towards the beach. He started shaking his head and I heard him say, “No, no, that’s not what I want.” He listened for a time, nodding, then shook his head and said loudly, “No. Definitely not. I want you to get back to me. Today.” 

He returned and sat back down, frowning. 

“Where were we? Oh yeah. I guess it was the weave of the three stories together, that strategy, that I thought was intriguing.”

“An emotional and thematic unity holds those stories together. That’s why the impact is greater than the sum of all three stories. That’s what gives the play its power.” 

He was listening to me, but his eyes were on his phone. Lucky for him he was too far away for me to grab it and throw it in the pool. But I knew how to get his complete attention. 

“Anyway, I doubt your psycho-thriller fans will come to see ‘Lonely Sky’.” 

He shot me a surprised, hostile glance. I’d finally penetrated his cool indifference. 

“Of course, some will come because your name will be on it, but the genre and the subject will appeal to people who’ve never seen your work. This film should help you reach a new audience.”

“Well, that’s the idea.” 

It was time to get down to details. 

“Let’s talk about locations for scenes. Any thoughts about that?”

He seemed surprised by the question. 

“You’re from New York, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, you can do that better than me.” 

“Okay. Anything else on your mind?”

He stared at me and scrunched his forehead as if he could squeeze out an idea. What he came up with was, I guess, the best he could do. 

“I can see what I want the film to be, but it’s kind of hard to put into words, Adrienne. I’m eager to see what you come up with.” 

I waited for more. Hard to put into words! Lenny and Juno had a much bigger problem than they knew. Egon wanted a script rewrite, but he couldn’t offer even a vague idea of how he wanted it done, and that was making me uneasy. 

He tapped his finger on his chin. 

“You know what I’ve been thinking? All my films have explored violence in a certain way. Operatically, let’s say. But here, there’s no violence to put on screen. This movie is about the aftermath. Same theme I’ve always worked with but requiring different treatment.” 

“You have no family drama to speak of in your films. And in ‘Lonely Sky’ we have two, plus a Gothic love story.” 

He nodded. He seemed to be fighting to concentrate despite the shot of caffeine from the Red Bull. 

“Yeah, I guess so. But there’s comedy here and there, too.” 

“And the characters and situations are so emotionally complicated.” 

“Oh yeah.” He cocked his fist, and said vaguely, “That’s one of the real strengths of the piece.” 

“So we’ve got to get it right, or people will say we’re exploiting a national tragedy. Disrespecting the dead.” 

He tilted his head back. “Oh yeah. Very serious stuff.” Then he looked back at the phone and shook his head. “Jesus Christ! I’m sorry. One second.” He got up and went into the house. In a moment I heard him shouting at someone but what he was saying wasn’t clear. I checked my wristwatch. It was already late afternoon. 

I could almost smell what had gone wrong with Egon Swift. There must have been a moment when he got excited by the potential of “Lonely Sky” to lend prestige to his career, and with reckless confidence and little self-examination, he took it on. Then when he realized directing it was beyond his abilities, he choked. He couldn’t give me any ideas for the script rewrite because the whole project was beyond his skills and imagination. Judging by his attitude toward me, he was counting on the talent and energy of his collaborators to make up for his shortcomings. I was thinking about that, and about how little time we had, when he returned and dropped back into his chair, looking exasperated. 

“So, the script,” he said. 

“Anything else you want me to focus on?” 

“No. I’m looking forward to reading your first draft.”

So, was that the deal? Because he couldn’t tell me what he wanted, I was free to write whatever I liked? Yeah, sure, until he didn’t like it. Then I’d be entangled, writing for someone who didn’t know and couldn’t say what he wanted. He’d tell me “Try this,” then “No, try that,” and his whims and uncertainty would run me ragged. I loved the project, but I had to be careful not to trap myself in a writing gig that could potentially be torture, butting heads every day with a spoiled mediocrity. He had taken on a job he couldn’t do, and he couldn’t withdraw now without tarnishing his brand, so I’d be whipped one way or another. No amount of money was worth that.  

Egon glanced at a large silver watch on his wrist. “I’m sorry, I’m really pressed for time now. We should meet again back in the city this week and talk.” 

He seemed unconcerned that the production was under tremendous time pressure. 

“Well,” I said, “are you happy with this meeting?”  

“Oh, sure. I think we can work together.” 

Based on what? I was astounded he could even say that. He had no idea who I was, or what I could do. He just wanted someone, anyone, to wrestle this strange, emotionally wrenching piece of theater into a screenplay he could direct. 

“Well, okay,” I said, “so, if I decide to write the script –”

“If you write the script?” Icy eyes. “I was led to believe,” he murmurred, “you were on board.”  

“I had to meet you and hear your ideas –” 

“Oh. So, what was this? My audition?” 

“I came here to see if I could write the script that you want.”

“Yeah? And?” 

“I have to think it over.” I hoped that was reassuring enough and I didn’t just blow my chance. “Sometimes a director gives the writer a lot of notes, but you’ve left me with a lot of options.” 

There was a chilly silence. 

“Oh.” He stared at me, amazed, like he couldn’t believe I got this so wrong. Didn’t I know that everybody wanted to work with Egon Swift?

“So, I’ll call Lenny and Juno once I decide,” I said.  

“Okay. Yeah. Do that.” 

He stood up and walked back into the house, shaking his head and mumbling. I stood there staring at my cellphone, pretending to send a text, so I wouldn’t have to follow too closely behind him. 

The kitchen was crowded with a white-jacketed catering crew. Meat smoke from the grill drifted on the dry afternoon breeze and ice cubes jingled, and from the front of the house came bursts of warm welcome and laughter. Egon, no longer sulking and quite the bon vivant, was greeting bronzed and well-dressed guests arriving for what appeared to be a barbecue for Hollywood people summering in The Hamptons. The aroma of food cooking, the prospect of drinks and food and conversation and meeting new people, lifted my spirits from where my worthless chat with Egon had dumped them. A party was just what I needed and might even give me a second chance to try to talk to Egon about the script. 

But he turned to me. 

“Sorry, but I have all these guests coming over.” 

That hurt more than it should have. Quickly, before my real feelings showed, I thanked him for making time to see me, and he escorted me toward the door past his guests, some of whom I knew. Going so soon, Adrienne? Yes, sorry, can’t stay to party, work to do back in the city. Aw, too bad, I just knew they were thinking, unlike we insouciant and wealthy people of leisure, you have to work. Well, bravo to that good old blue-collar work ethic. From the front steps, Egon called out to his estate wagon driver to take me to the train station.  

“So,” he shrugged. “You think it over. And so will I.” He looked at me for a moment, his eyes saying nothing, and turned back inside.  

––––––––
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I stood in the cool shadow of the canopy over the platform beside the East Hampton station. I was hungry, thirsty, and my eyes and head hurt from the glaring sun in spite of my dark glasses. I was ready to go home and write off the day as a waste of time and try to forget about “Lonely Sky.” My instincts were right when Marshall first called me. Egon was an inescapably sticky situation, and you might die before you got unstuck. My first instinct, which told me to say no, was right. But I came a long way to end up so disappointed, and now I was facing a long ride back to Manhattan, on a train so full of day-trippers from the south shore beaches they’d be standing in the aisles. 

I kept the “Lonely Sky” play script in my shoulder bag. I didn’t want to read it because I’d had enough disappointment for one day. I wanted to make the movie I’d been seeing in my head since I left the theater the night before, and that desire was clawing at me. My whole life I’d looked for stories that I just had to tell, only to find the perfect one clutched in the hands of a spoiled kid who didn’t know what to do with it. Maybe the writing gig was still possible if I was willing to deal with Egon’s dysfunction. Even then, the most I could hope for was to write the best script I could, hand it over to Egon and walk away, praying he wouldn’t fuck it up too badly. But that wouldn’t be enough. The impact “Lonely Sky” had on me and the passion to make the movie was the greatest creative excitement I’d felt in ten years. Every instinct told me this was the one. So why couldn’t I call Lenny and Juno and commit to writing it? Because Egon was the wrong director and all the producers cared about was his brand name that got them the money so they could produce another movie. 

The train from New York pulled in and the Victors got off, laughing and chatting with another couple. I backed out of sight around the corner of the station. No way was I ready to talk to them. They got into Egon’s estate wagon to be whisked off to the barbecue. Thank God they didn’t see me! Then I was struck by a depressing thought. At the party they’d certainly look for me and ask Egon about our meeting. Suppose he told them he didn’t want to work with me? Suppose I was obsessing over a writing job that wasn’t even available anymore? 

I couldn’t help but think of all the projects I’d believed in over the past ten years that never got a green light, that pile of screenplays on the shelf over my desk at home, rejected and unproduced, years of work that went nowhere. I realized then I was drifting into dangerous emotional territory and had to get tough with myself. Forget about “Lonely Sky”, Adrienne. Pack your bags and leave your sadness behind. Go hang out with your friends in Cherry Grove. Life there would be peaceful, quiet and green, the late summer seaside air would be fresh, the sunshine warm on the beach and the nights cool and sweet, life with the girls at The House of Red Roses would be an endless party, every meal would smell and taste wonderful, you could relax and enjoy life and maybe even meet someone new and sexy and exciting, and maybe you’d stop obsessing over one more film you didn’t get to make. 

Fuck it. It was time to shove in the knife. I composed an email on my phone: 

“Hi Juno, hi Lenny. As I told you, I feel a deep connection to ‘Lonely Sky’. The characters and stories have really gotten into my blood. I know it will make a wonderful film.” 

Should I tell them Egon was resisting the project and was creatively blocked? No, they signed Egon to direct because he brought the studio’s money, and they ignored the gross incongruity of trusting this kind of movie to his kind of talent. Let them find out how much trouble they were in without my help. Of course at the back of my mind I hoped maybe the production would collapse and restart later without Egon and I would have a chance to direct it. So I simply wrote:  

“But I need a vacation. Sorry to turn down your offer. Thanks for considering me. I wish you luck.” 

All of it bad! I decided to keep the email as a draft and waste more of their time. I’d send it late tonight when I got back to New York. By then, Lenny would be high and happy, the life of the party as his A-list director’s latest producer, and Juno would be restless as a squirrel on meth waiting for my answer. I thought this was the best of many ways I could fuck them up, throwing them into a guilty panic while they were partying in the Hamptons. I imagined them reading my message and in desperation start working the party crowd looking for their next victim with a laptop. 

Before the train to the city returned from Montauk, I needed coffee and a bottle of water for the trip home. Folded around my Amex card I found the cafe napkin with Jonathan Lehane’s phone number from the night before. He looked down his nose at me, fondled my bare thigh, then practically dared me to call him. 

I balled the napkin up, but my hand hovered over the trashcan. I can tell you things about this play from the inside out, he said. On second thought, suppose Egon didn’t badmouth me to the Victors? Suppose he was as desperate for a savior as Lenny and Juno? If writing the script was all I could do, then at least it would keep me inside the production. Lehane might be my best chance to get an ally on a production run by otherwise shitty people. I saw hints last night that we both loved the play, thought the director was all wrong, and didn’t trust the Victors. I’ve started business and creative relationships based on less. Then there was that other thing, that warm hand gripping my thigh under the table. 

I dialed the number on the napkin, ready for him to be as boorish as he was the night before.

“Hey Lehane, it’s Adrienne Monet.”

“Who?” he demanded. “How’d you get this number?”  

“You gave it to me last night when we were with Lenny and Juno.”

“Oh, it’s you. So, what’s up?” 

“I want to pick your brain about ‘Lonely Sky’.” 

There was a long pause. “You’re going to write the script.” He sounded unhappy. 

“I don’t know yet. We need to talk. Maybe you can help me decide.” 

“I might try to talk you out of it.”

“Fair enough. I also want to straighten you out on a couple things.” 

“Oh yeah?” A soft, deep-in-the-throat chuckle. 

“Yeah, so meet with me tonight. Dinner, drinks, whatever.” 

“Well, tonight’s really not the best time.” 

“I have to make a decision fast. I just had a meeting with Egon.” 

“You did? A script meeting?” 

“I’m in East Hampton waiting for the train. I won’t be back in the city until tonight, can we meet later?”  

“Yeah, listen, don’t leave. I’m just up the road in Montauk.” He gave me directions. “I’ll see what I’ve got to eat around here. Can you cook?” 

––––––––
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Fifteen minutes later my taxi turned into Jonathan Lehane’s driveway. 
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