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To Jacob






“I want to be seen; to be understood—deeply; and to be not so very lonely.”

—Jodie Foster







“AND THE AWARD GOES TO…”

Adria Benedict sat upright in her seat, squared her shoulders, lowered her brow so that the camera wouldn’t quite be able to read her gaze. Instinctively clasped her hands, then after a moment unclasped them. She worried that they might look too much like a prayer, or a balled fist. Smiled gently as she could, but was sure not to show her teeth. She’d been here before. Won three times. She could get through tonight. She could win again.

Bitty Harbor was certain she’d sweated through the dress that the fashion brand had picked out for her, but a surreptitious glance down—the kind of ducking her chin that would read as a gesture of humility, so that was good—revealed that it was all in her head. The gown looked pristine. What felt like fabric grabbing greedily at her skin would read on-camera like the way a dress was supposed to fit her body. She found her publicist’s hand without looking, willed herself not to start crying until the presenter said her name.

Contessa Lyle grinned. People would pick apart her reaction if she didn’t. Lately, things had been going so well for her—as far as everyone knew. Nothing worth looking stressed about. She willed herself not to look at her costars. Not now. She could thank them from the stage. And for one of them, she’d actually mean it.

Davina Schwartz suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. A few more seconds, and this would all be over. Either way. And she would get the chance to walk away from this place she’d thought, for a foolish moment, might be hers to keep.

Jenny Van Meer looked into the middle distance. She’d realized something, something she didn’t want to admit. Her eyes grew unfocused before she shook her head, brought herself back. She looked back at the presenter to see if her sense of what was coming was correct.

The envelope tore.






From “The Power of Partnership,” cover story in a fashion magazine’s September issue

IT’S HARD TO BELIEVE THAT THERE’S ANYTHING ADRIA BENEDICT STILL HAS LEFT ON HER CAREER TO-DO LIST.

She’s the first to admit—with the trademark self-effacement fans have come to love—that, from an unending string of iconic leading roles to an awards shelf groaning under the weight of trophies, she’s had a blessed career. “I can’t deny that I’ve been fortunate,” she says over tea service on a recent sun-dappled Friday afternoon in Los Angeles. “But it’s all about the work, of course.”

Spoken like—well, like Adria Benedict. But now, the woman whom countless movie lovers have grown up watching is extending a bridge to the next generation of actresses. In the new film Who Is Lisa Farmer?, to be released this fall after a festival run, she stars as the therapist to a young woman with schizophrenia, played by rising star Delle Deane. Benedict is classically enigmatic about her process (she’s never been one to explain how she arrives at her remarkable performances). But watching the film, one feels Benedict’s deep connection to the material.

Nurturing comes as easily to her onscreen as it does at teatime with Deane, her colleague—and her new friend. “Please, Delle, don’t let me talk about myself anymore,” she says, gently touching the cowl neck of her sweater. “And tell me which of these pastries you’d like to split.” She looks up, guileless eyes revealing admiration, even love. “Listen to me. In mother mode. Could it be clearer that Delle became…” She pauses. Like moviegoers the world over, I find myself hanging on Adria Benedict’s next word.

“… became,” she continues, her voice suddenly thick with appreciation, “like another daughter to me?”

Deane, clad in her trademark punky ripped jeans and leather jacket, picks a cream puff, and can’t wait to take a bite before effusing about her colleague. “Adria isn’t like any actor I’ve ever met!” Deane says, slugging Benedict lightly in the arm before reaching for her cup of oolong to wash down the pastry. “Every day I learned from watching how Adria works. Just the mood she creates on a set—it’s like nothing else.”

And Benedict returns the compliment. “You asked me earlier what I still want,” she says, with a familiar chuckle. “Well, to see all three of my children happy, of course. My real children.” At this, she laughs again, then gathers herself. “And to maintain my health, and keep getting these opportunities.”

She pauses, and a faraway look enters her eyes—thinking, perhaps, of all she’s surmounted in her rise from the New York City stage, and all that there’s still left to do as she nears her seventies. “But I do also want to be sure that I do a good job helping this younger generation. As best I can, I want to support Delle, because—well, we taught each other. She was such a terrific support.” She smiles, clearly relishing memories of their time together.

“Yes,” she goes on, reaching for the half of the cream puff Delle has left on the plate for her, then hesitating, grabbing an untouched eclair instead. She holds it neatly in her hand, contemplating its weight, before finishing her thought. “Yes. That’s it. Delle Deane is the kind of supporting actress one dreams of.”






Adria Benedict, Who Is Lisa Farmer?


EVERYONE CRIES UPON DESCENT.

Well, almost everyone. That was what Adria Benedict’s agent had told her about the plunge she would take the Friday before Labor Day as she landed at her destination, a small mountain-town airport whose single runway was carved into the side of one of the Rockies. Moving safely from the clouds to this perch required a steep angle, a dexterous pilot, and passengers more afraid of missing the film festival than of death upon impact.

Adria had no real complaints about the mechanics of the flight so far. Indeed, it had been effortless, even the car trip out to the airport in Van Nuys. That journey, familiar enough by now, she tried to bear with grace, lending the driver a smile about which he might tell his wife, assuming she, like most women, had seen Adria’s movies. The supposed fearsomeness of the journey’s end had only entered Adria’s considerations as a sort of spur for her to do it. Adria knew she was getting too easy to goad, but there was still a simple, desserty pleasure to the conversation she’d had with Howard, her long-suffering agent, about how frightening the flight was, a preemptive sense that this was yet another challenge she’d surmount.

“They all do. Weeping, I tell you,” he’d continued, in their debrief over the phone a couple of days prior, running through the obligations she’d have to fulfill on her trip to the mountains.

Adria had made a tell-me-more pout into the phone receiver. She had come to believe, on some level, that her facial expressions carried with them a sort of crackling electricity that could be communicated over great distances through the wires, or through the air. Plus, Bill was in the next room, solving crosswords with cable news on mute, just as he did most evenings, and Adria didn’t like him to overhear her being competitive.

“You shouldn’t take me down this road,” Howard went on, continuing a game he’d honed over decades with Adria. “But a couple of years ago? Remember that terrible movie Jenny was in?”

“Jenny Van Meer?” Adria asked, glimmering with incredulity.

“The very one. She went to the festival for that film about a sheep… lady—a, you know, a shepherdess.”

(Adria did know; Jenny Van Meer had, surprisingly, failed even to get a nomination for Judith of the Ewes, which she’d told the press had been a special passion project of hers. But then, they all were for Jenny, weren’t they.) “I really shouldn’t say this, but she screamed as the wheels touched the tarmac. We’re talking full-on, blood-curdling acting.”

“A shame the voters couldn’t have seen that.” Adria chuckled into the phone. Before Howard could respond, she blurted, “Oh no, now, I never said that.” She tried to allow herself one open cruelty only in a very great while, and only in close company; flaunting her own good fortune was not what Adria Benedict did. She had already triumphed over Jenny so many times. And she would once more, as she greeted the runway with crystalline stillness. She wondered if they’d let her keep the cup of tea she planned to order, so that she might sip it as the plane plunged. It would be a performance only she’d know she’d given, but there was a secret joy to that.



SHE KNEW SHE OUGHT TO be a little less, well, private on this private jet. This flight was, after all, her big opportunity to get what she wanted out of Delle and the director. And that awful man from the studio too—no, the streamer. But she could work him easily enough. Delle, her costar (her supporting actress, assuming they all came to agree that Adria was in fact the star of their shared film), had been sitting near her, on a couch directly opposite, and Adria had given her a nod and a half-smile, reserving the full arsenal of her charm for some hypothetical other traveler who hadn’t held up the flight by being twenty minutes late to the tarmac.

After some brief conversation, during which Adria flipped through her phone—no word from Bill, who’d already headed to the office before Adria woke up, and no word from Lindy about Thanksgiving—they mutually decided to enjoy their reading material. Adria had kept herself from being caught looking at Delle. She had the A section of the paper (never the Arts section, too easy to look like one was reading about oneself). Delle spent takeoff flipping through a magazine. When they were told they could take off their seatbelts and move about the cabin, Delle was the first to do so, heading to the front of the jet, toward the two men, without Adria detecting a glance thrown her way. Adria could wait twenty minutes. It would make the fact of her following Delle less obvious. She called over an attendant and ordered an Earl Grey.

Delle Deane’s empty seat still bore the signs of her: an overflowing Birkin bag—messy as Lindy kept her own handbag, though of course Adria would never dream of buying her daughter such an ostentatious thing. (Nothing worse than a blatant show of wealth. Except, perhaps, a lack of care.) Delle had been reading, or pretending to read, a women’s magazine that featured the two of them in awards-season-ready gowns on the front, under the headline “The Power of Partnership.” There it remained, splayed with its cover glaring back at the more powerful of the partners. Adria was half-tempted to flip through it, to remember what it was she’d said in the forty-minute conversation with some nice young man. Of course she didn’t read her own press, but Howard had sent her the image on the cover: She thought she looked appropriately dignified, but there was something unfair about standing next to a woman half her age, in this context. On a magazine that, no matter how lofty the language around the photos, turned their beauty into the explicit topic of discussion. She supposed she looked good enough.

Adria got up, making sure the lid on her paper cup of tea was secure, and began moving through the plane. She hoped that her presence might come as, if not a pleasant surprise, then at least a visitation that might make them straighten up. The two men sat on adjacent chaises, a bottle of champagne in a sweating ice bucket placed on the table before them. Delle sat on the floor opposite, lotus-position. She seemed almost astoundingly casual. But then, Adria too had always been struck by how much she herself had gotten by acting as if she needed nothing at all. Adria squinted into the side of the director’s skull, bobbing up and down in laughter at the studio man’s inaudible joke, drowned out by the engine’s din. They could make these planes comfortable, but they sure couldn’t make them quiet.

Delle looked up at Adria, shifted her weight, and smirked—no, smiled. Be fair, Adria chided herself. What a relief: it was the studio man who spoke first.

“So, our thrice and future winner. Sit down!” He laughed, not unkindly. “Preferably not on the floor.”

Adria took the unoccupied loveseat perpendicular to the couch; it was as though Delle had ceded it to her.

“You happy with the movie?” he asked, once Adria had arranged herself.

What had Adria thought of the movie? She thought it was nice that she’d gotten the final shot, which was, of course, a matter of wrangling. Delle, as Lisa, spent so much time dissociating while her therapist watched and tried to help. The film ending on Adria’s Dr. Lydia wistfully nodding as Lisa completes a 10K run, striding offscreen as this miracle worker of a mental-health professional ponders what she achieved with her patient, brought things back to equilibrium. (Of course, that ending had been negotiated—thank you, Howard.) But Delle had been somewhat… was “destabilizing” too strong a word? At the very least, Delle had confounded her on set. When they weren’t rolling, her face remained knit with a shocking tension, one that thankfully resolved as soon as the day wrapped. Adria was never concerned, exactly, but she wanted Delle to be able to get through the shoot, and she wasn’t a monster.

“It’s so… it’s just so dynamic,” Adria settled on. “Muscular. Delle, you practically stole the show. You’re a powerhouse.”

“We loved that story in the September issue,” the studio man said. He’d been assigned to accompany them; the film had been bought after it was made by this company that promised to put it in everyone’s home at the same time. That was Howard’s business, and not something that Adria cared to delve into.

“That part you said,” the funder went on, “about how she was like another daughter. That’s the power of making movies. You become family.”

“Thanks, Mommy!” Delle said, her voice creaky with sarcasm, or with exhaustion. Adria noticed the long black roots in her bleached hair as she gazed down at Delle, attempting a smile and to find within herself something like love. Say this much: Delle’s unmaintained hair had a certain rocker’s sexiness to it. It did look something like Lindy’s when she had surprised her mother with a new hairstyle after her first year at Princeton. But, of course, Delle’s delicate features suited the look better than did Adria’s actual daughter’s heavier ones.

A silence fell. The director still hadn’t spoken.

“I mean it!” Delle finally trilled, in an unreadably jocular voice. “It’s not just the champagne talking, which…” She whistled, spun a finger in the air. “Any more? Mama had a late night.” She sighed. “Anyway. When someone plays your therapist… well, what’s closer than that?”

For a tilty second, Adria considered pressing the case that she should be nominated as lead, saying something about how wonderful it was that there was finally a film that placed a therapist right at its center, because therapy is so important—but then there was a bump, as if the plane had been punched. Adria had a primal, violent feeling of losing her place, falling away from the course. She heard some sort of deep grunt, but couldn’t tell where it had come from.

Her first thought was of her composure—she’d kept it. What a relief. She glanced at her tea, still in her right hand. Not a drop had emerged from the lid. Her hands were always so steady. She glanced quickly at Delle, who seemed barely to have noticed the disturbance.

“Hopefully not too much more of that,” the studio man boomed.

The director, who’d been gazing forward since Adria arrived, finally spoke. “Maybe we should all go back to our seats.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” the studio man said. “They’d tell us.”

The director continued staring forward.

“You and Delle—you both—are just terrific,” he went on. “But now we wait and see how the crowd likes it.”

“And it’s”—Adria didn’t know if she was truly feigning ignorance; the bump had rattled her focus—“it’s critics in this crowd?”

“Not entirely,” said Mr. Money. “It’s critics, yes, but also industry, and also this crowd of really, really wealthy people who just love film. Tastemakers. And they’re the ones who kick up word of mouth.”

“Those are the people I’ll be speaking to at—”

“Tonight at dinner, Adria, yes! We’re so glad you agreed to do that.” (Adria had been fine with introducing her film onstage, but getting her to attend a ninety-minute “dinner” her very first night, in the open air, with film festival donors, had made for an especially long Howard call.)

“Oh, anything for the movie, really,” Adria sang, in a light, affectedly unaffected voice. Maybe it was better to play Mother Bountiful, dispensing favors upon her subjects. “I was just, well, surprised.”

“It’s strange you haven’t been to this before,” Delle said. “It’s really not that bad. We get to mingle with the common people. There’s a fun bar by the hotel lobby.” She downed her second glass of champagne. She too hadn’t spilled a drop.

Adria could not recall having been to Colorado before at all. Strange. Was there not a single local television affiliate in Denver that had wanted to hear from her in those early, rushed days? She’d learned to rope in Montana for Lovelorn Ridge, the movie that had gotten her the second of her three prizes, but those mountains, in memory, had seemed less jagged than the ones Adria saw when Googling the festival’s name. She had recalled the peaks, but not the saw-toothed way that their edges seemed to injure the sky.

Things like this came up for Adria very rarely now. She’d had dozens of nominations and—up until very recently—her “campaigns” (that word! like some horrible politician) had consisted of a couple of interviews in which she would remind her public that Adria Benedict was quick-witted and willing to reveal just enough of that wit to charm them, all before she receded once more. Once she did, she could do whatever she liked: She lately received invitations to speak at college commencements, or to accept lifetime achievement awards—she accepted for UCLA, so she wouldn’t have to go far, and for a humanitarian gala in Shanghai, so she would. If this accretion of celebrations of her Adria-ness seemed, individually, like nattering reminders of her time running short, the sheer mass of want for her presence pleased her. It made each way she spent her time seem of consequence. Brewing a bag of herbal tea before bed, reading a script, trying to call her daughter: She could be in Cannes, or at Juilliard, or (as long as the Democrats were in office) at the White House. And she was choosing instead to be where she was.

But she hadn’t won since her third time. Then twenty years had passed—a drought. So here she was, fulfilling obligations.

“Well, let’s hope we get a standing ovation too,” said the director.

“We so will,” Delle said. “It’s not that the film isn’t good, because, Scott, you know it is. But also, they’re total applause sluts. They’re just excited to meet stars.”

The director—Scott, a name Adria had known, of course, but had better start actually using, since she couldn’t issue orders through Howard at the moment—laughed.

“Honestly,” he said, “I’ll take it.”

Delle grinned. Those two had… something. This little connection, one that had, from the first, made Adria nervous. It was just like the way Delle was never the same twice from shot to shot—it made Adria feel like she was losing control. Adria had worked hard to assemble her character, to build Dr. Lydia Mason. She’d mixed together the barely controlled wince of Dr. Golden, the marriage counselor, and Bill’s way of running his left hand down his cheekbone when concentrating, and Lindy’s sudden sharpness when asked a question that might, somehow, be seen in the most ungenerous of lights as undermining her. And these all had to fall away, or to blend into something elemental. But Delle hadn’t prepared, hadn’t done the work. Adria had earned the right to be the one determining the climate of the scene. Scott had never been strong enough to stand up to Delle. Which was his job.

“We’ll take it too—right, Adria?” Delle grinned, seemed to let her eyes narrow. “Your two leading ladies.”



ANOTHER SILENCE. DELLE WAS MAKING it too obvious, making the game feel too apparent. Maybe that was smart. Adria took a sip of tea, her first since sitting down. As she removed the cup from her lips, the plane seemed to rumble from below, and for a crazy moment, she wondered if she should let the liquid fall out of her mouth and burn her chin. At least that way, she’d likely be excused from the dinner, or at least the donors’ brunch.

“I’m sorry,” the flight attendant murmured, emerging from whatever dollhouse he was kept in when not in use. “We really have to ask…”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry,” said Delle. “Look, I already finished my drink.” She waved the empty glass at the attendant. “I just—five minutes. I want to tell Adria something.”

The flight attendant sighed, took a step back without leaving the scene, busied himself with brushing invisible crumbs off his uniform.

“Adria,” Delle began, “I mean this. I want to thank you for picking me to be the lead of this movie.”

And there it was. Adria’s smile sat fixed there, rigid. She stared hard at Delle, who was twirling the stem of her glass between her fingers, seemingly transfixed by the last drops wending their way across the crystal. Probably trying to find a way to get every last bit into her bloodstream.

It had been Adria’s contractual right to pick her costar—her supporting actress, damn Delle—and now she could barely remember why she’d done it. After a cull of names on the list and watching some tapes she’d been sent, it had come down to Delle or Bitty Harbor (terrible name, couldn’t be real), who’d employed every wrong strategy in their meeting.

Adria had some ambient sense of Bitty as a figure of scandal, though she only really picked up gossip when it was about women of her own generation. How disappointing that Bitty had simply been an extra-pumped-up version of normal, an even more energetic version of the girls Willy and Jamey used to bring home from school. These girls had all been so eager to pay homage, when the greatest homage of all would have been to follow Adria’s lead, to react with calm and—if she could use such a word without sounding ridiculous—a touch of decorum. It had hardly helped matters that Bitty’s nerves had clearly expressed themselves in a smoking jag just before the meeting. Adria prided herself on a sensitive palate—that wine-tasting class she’d done with Bill and the Thomases a couple of years ago in Tuscany had confirmed it!—and she preferred Delle’s perfume-over-tar scent to the unfiltered stale smoke of Bitty. Delle was at least willing to put in the effort. Adria could respect that.

Bitty had laughed in a you-probably-don’t-want-to-hear-this way as she said that her mother had shown her Adria’s early movies when she was in grade school. A more intelligent and sensitive performer might have actually recognized that, no irony here, Adria really didn’t want to hear that. The girl was very “on,” shimmeringly “on,” so “on” that Adria suspected Bitty didn’t notice her retreating within her own mind to contemplate, first, whether this movie was worth meeting the young go-getters of American acting, and then, for a while, whether Lindy would really be coming with her and Bill to the Montecito place in a few weeks or whether she’d cancel again. (Better to just check with Bill, once Bitty was through talking.)

So it was Delle that she’d chosen. Adria could acknowledge that each of them had made the other better. But the process had taken too much from her, ripped away her steady sense of herself and how she worked. It had made her an actor again, and she was too established—too old—to play theater games anymore.

“Well, Delle,” she said, “I was so lucky to get the choice.”

There was some slight shifting in the seats across the aisle. But Delle stayed put. Ignoring the increasingly sharp looks from the flight attendant, she looked comfortable enough to stay on the floor through landing. Delle had set the glass on the floor, and was now occupying her hands by picking at her inky black manicure.

“I feel really lucky,” Delle said, “that I got to be the Lisa Farmer in Who Is Lisa Farmer? And really, Adria, that’s because you supported me every step of the way.”

She was too good at this.

“Well, we probably ought to be making some decisions soon,” the studio man said. “There’s certainly a way that you could both win. But the worst thing that could happen would be you two canceling each other out.”

“I’m not worried,” Delle said. “No one cancels me!” At just that moment, the steward had taken a step forward, casting a slight glare toward a broad radius of the floor that included Delle. “Except myself. And maybe the flight attendant.” She looked up. “I know this is so insanely unsafe, but we’re talking about some important stuff, I swear. Five more minutes?”

“You really ought to take a seat, Ms. Deane,” the attendant said. “There’ll be turbulence ahead.”

“Pretty please?”

“I really have to insist.”

“Wait,” Scott said. “We actually do need to finish a conversation. Adria, could you…?”

He made a motion with his hands in the air, as if he were shifting Adria, or pushing her aside.

The steward stood over Delle’s crouched body, waiting for a resolution. The air started to shift, ripples forming.

“Okay,” Adria sighed. There was, technically, room on this loveseat for two. And so she scooted over. It was becoming a bit too familiar, accommodating Delle.

“So, Adria.” The producer clapped his hands and leaned toward her. Adria felt faintly nauseated—she could suddenly and all at once smell him, flat champagne and the wrong sort of aftershave. “There’s time to formalize this later, and we’ve all been drinking—”

“Not all,” Adria said. “I try never to drink on the clock.”

“Are we on the clock?” Scott said. “Oops!” He smiled, seemed abashed, then put his hands to his cheeks and pulled them down over his mouth, following the path of his dark cropped beard. “Look, Adria, it’s a decision we’re all going to make together, but—the movie’s about Lisa Farmer. We start on her.”

“And we end on Dr. Lydia Mason,” Adria said. “I fought for that ending.”

“Yeah,” Scott muttered quietly. “Yeah, you did.”

“Adria,” Delle said, leaning toward her. “You know, working with you was a master class. Really. And if we didn’t connect as much as we should have, it’s because I was so deep in Lisa. It’s this crazy role, and I do think the movie is about her journey.”

A pause. The things Adria didn’t say, couldn’t say, about the journey that Lydia went on too—the way that a woman trying to find the person within someone unrecognizable, just like Lydia had, was the story of a life. The story of her life. The memories Adria had drawn upon to make this part work—not just memories of a gesture or a look but of the moments when Lisa, when Lindy, just hated her. Just hated her. Finding a way to forgive, to keep trying. The strength that took. She was the star of her own story. She had to be. Or else what was any of this for?

“Look,” Delle said, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I’m hardly upset.” Adria tensed up at how horribly physically close she suddenly felt to Delle. She realized the flight attendant was stalking through the cabin, racing toward a seat in the back. After he left her line of sight, she heard a seatbelt click shut.

She shut out the world, continued with what she had to say. “I do think that—well, I don’t know if any of you have dealt with Jenny Van Meer. And I’m reluctant to bring this up, but I think she’ll use whatever she can to win. So I’d like us to put our best foot forward.”

The director shook his head slightly, bit his lip, said nothing. It was the studio man who spoke.

“I think whatever we choose will be the best choice. This film is our very top priority this year, and we want both of you to win, in lead and in supporting. However it works out.”

Delle touched Adria on the leg; Adria forced herself not to recoil.

“Adria,” she practically whispered. “This is my one big shot. My chance. To do what you’ve done so many times. So well.”

“Don’t you think, Adria, that it makes sense,” the producer said, “given everything. Given that it’s her first shot. Shouldn’t we say that Delle is the lead?”

Suddenly, the plane seemed to fall through space, before being slammed by a gust of wind and reeling back skyward. A voice on the loudspeaker was saying words that Adria couldn’t hear, all in a monotone surely meant to be reassuring. She knew that it would happen before it did—she bobbled the cup of tea, watched helplessly as its little opening gushed forth onto her right hand, and then, as the weight of two teabags collided with the plastic lid, opened into a torrent. Needles, hot needles, and then numbness. Nothing.

The producer reached across the distance between their seats, as if to grab Adria’s burnt hand. She thrust it high into the air, so that nobody could touch it, and then threw her body as far into the side of the loveseat as it could get, making herself unreachable to Delle. And then Adria cried. Within seconds, she knew that it was a performance that would retain a kind of infamy in the minds of all who saw it; it was one that she’d replay for far longer than she even recalled the specifics of shooting days with Delle, of trying to find a rhythm opposite a young woman who wanted to define herself against Adria. With rising agony, with panic, with a lusty sense of just how overdue she was to be recognized for her capacity for greatness and for monstrosity, she cried.






Bitty Harbor, Lyndon and Claudia


“CAN WE TRY A DIFFERENT pose?”

It was just getting to the hour mark, and Bitty was growing frustrated with the photographer. He seemed to have no idea of what he wanted, because Bitty knew that, if given a clear direction, she could deliver. She did her best work with a strong director! But up to this point, it had just been vague, impressionistic commands to look “powerful” or “brave.” It was as if he were relying solely on the pop soundtrack he’d had an assistant cue up, all thumping songs with lyrics about, well, being powerful and brave, to inspire her in a way he couldn’t. And she was someone who didn’t feel very powerful and brave right now. She furrowed her brow and tried to push past the vise grip of a headache building inside of her skull. It had been a wasted hour.

She was frustrated with herself too. This was supposed to be a big moment—her second shot at a Movies Issue cover! At redemption! And with a headache pounding in time to the music and a tidal feeling in her bowels, she sought, at least, to grasp on to one fortunate thing.

Well, it was fortunate that only she could make herself feel this way. It had been her nerves about the shoot, everything that it made her remember, that made her text Josh, her costar, to get a few drinks last night, and her joy at how easy it was to banish the nerves for a while that made her have a few nightcaps when she got home. It was fortunate, too, that only she could get herself through it. She always did. There was no harm in putting yourself in a precarious position when you trusted yourself to endure it.

“Sure,” she monotoned. “Another pose. What were you thinking?”

The photographer said that he thought it would show strength if Bitty put her hands on the table before her and leaned forward, “kind of like a strong businesswoman. You know, like in a boardroom.” It sounded strange and contradictory—the look Bitty and her team had chosen, from the three options they had negotiated with the magazine, was a high-necked eggplant-colored dress with delicate embroidered floral detailing, like something a Victorian doll might wear to a wake. It was not exactly boardroom attire, she thought—not that she’d know firsthand—as the latest song about how she was a superwoman thumped on insistently, making her feel still queasier.

But Bitty would try anything once!

“Okay,” the photographer said, “let’s do it. Show us how tough you are! Come on, show me some strength!”

Bitty tried to summon toughness—strength shouldn’t have been a reach. She was getting through today, wasn’t she? And before that, she’d gotten herself to this point in her career. Her second Movies Issue cover—let’s do this! She arranged her features into a grimace. Tough!

“Bitty?” Leanna, her publicist, said from across the set, breaking through the photographer’s shouted commands. “I’m sorry,” she addressed the man now. “These photos aren’t usable either. There’s tough and then there’s constipated.”

Leanna clip-clopped toward Bitty, phone in hand as always, in the middle of a text message to unseen forces, elsewhere in the world.

“Bitty,” she hissed as she got closer. “What do you need to make this work?”

“Maybe five minutes?” Bitty said. “I’m getting a little nauseous—it’s, I don’t know, these lights or something.”

“Can we please take five?” Leanna didn’t wait for an answer before she took Bitty’s hand, began to usher her away from the set.

“We’re on the clock,” the photographer spat. “We’ve got ten other girls to shoot today. Contessa Lyle’s coming in thirty minutes. Then Davina Schwartz. Big day.”

“So that’ll give you twenty-five minutes to shoot her,” Leanna said. “We have the studio reserved exclusively for Bitty all morning. That was the agreement.”

The photographer threw up his hands. Bitty felt a rush of gratitude, a temporary abatement of nausea that she’d try to make last as long as she could. She wasn’t doing this totally alone.



“HOW WE DOING?” ASKED LEANNA as they stood outside the bathroom.

Her general demeanor suggested that Bitty would not have time to converse with her and to use the facilities in the five minutes provided. But Bitty supposed she was happy to be speaking with Leanna at all. In the car over, after Leanna had stood outside Bitty’s little bungalow for twenty minutes banging on the door and on the windows, she’d wordlessly passed her Evian, Advil, and Visine, all while barely looking up from her phone. That had been good of her, Bitty knew, to wait outside in the heat; it was one of those scorching early-autumn days in Los Angeles that felt like the deferred dog days of summer, like doing penance for the fun you’d had all year by going through hell toward the end.

The eerie unresponsiveness continued as Bitty was trundled into the studio, late, of course: the makeup artist had gone about transforming her subject with a solemn, duty-bound silence, as if she needed the sort of focus that it’d take to put on prosthetics to make Bitty play an alien. Or a human.

“I’m not so bad,” Bitty said. “I just didn’t think it’d take this long.”

She could feel herself focusing on speaking as plainly as she could, so as not to blurt out something wrong, something that would reveal just how bad she had it. Somehow she’d manage the interview later; she’d go on autopilot.

“Well,” Leanna said, “you’re definitely getting the most time of any of the girls. Like I told you, the agreement was that we had all morning and that no one else would be on set during the shoot. That was what we got out of them after last time.”

“Yeah,” Bitty said. “I think we’ve come a long way since then…?”

Fuck. She hadn’t meant this to sound like a question.

“Bitty.” The actress could feel her publicist trying not to be stern. She could sense, in that way that a hangover could nuke all social pretenses and make her vulnerable to vibrations in the air, that Leanna knew that yelling wouldn’t solve anything right now.

“Just to get it out in the open. And then I think you’ll feel like you can go the next twenty minutes without holding anything back.” Leanna paused. “What did you get up to last night?”

“I just got drinks with Josh,” Bitty said. This had been totally innocent. All she needed to do was to make it sound that way. “We tried to invite Contessa, but she had a thing. It was just drinks. A couple drinks! Between costars!” She tried to make this last part sound jovial, heard it thud, took a long pause. “He was mainly complaining about his girlfriend. She’s off filming right now, but comes back soon.”

Leanna sighed. She feinted toward looking at her phone, then chucked it into the capacious purse slung over her left arm. Uh-oh. Leanna’s undivided attention.

“Look,” Leanna said. “I’m glad you two are still close after shooting—especially since we want people focused on your movie and not the one he did with Contessa. But come on. Rein it in. You’re clearly miserable. It shows all over your face.”

Bitty considered describing what she was going through physically—prickling skin, churning stomach, itchy… eyeballs? Somehow? But that would make it real, something she couldn’t try to push away for the twenty-five minutes left of shooting. She had to find something else to tell Leanna.

“I guess it’s frustrating that… I know you said that this would turn the page, or whatever, on what happened last time, but it feels like this is just going to make everyone talk about me and Delle again.” She felt the vertigo of accidentally saying something honest, decided to keep going. “Her movie coming out the same time as mine. It’s like we can’t escape each other.”

“I know,” said Leanna, softening. “I see why that’d make you nervous. After the whole Lisa Farmer thing.”

Just this year, Delle had gotten to do Adria’s movie. Even after Bitty had worked hard to make her idol see what made her special, what made Bitty the kind of girl who’d be perfect to support Adria. To learn from her, to absorb and reflect her light.

“I know you think playing Lady Bird was a consolation prize. But it brought you here,” Leanna said. (It brought me to Josh, Bitty thought, but she didn’t outwardly react. Let Leanna think she was under control.) “You’re going to get nominated, as a lead actress. And then everyone will be talking about that. And you’ll always have that. It can’t get taken away.”

“I mean, I hope so,” Bitty said. She felt herself relax into her dress, at a strange sort of ease with the idea that for all her skin seemed to be crawling with fire ants, painfully fevered, it was her pain alone to feel and keep close; no one else would see it. Getting to wear a high-necked, frilly dress, one that looked like what a star of the stage might have worn on an opening night before movies were invented, was a small victory.

Last time, a couple of years back, Bitty had shot her first Movies Issue cover with Delle, both wearing only stilettos and posing in contorted ways to make sure that it was just prurient enough to stop short of pornography. They’d been paired with two actors in tuxes. It had been a terrible month, more than a month, one in which Bitty saw her own nude body every one of the rare occasions she left the house, and every time she closed her eyes for a good while after that.

Since then, the magazine had hired a new editor, though, one Ceridwen Darby, the sort of woman who appeared on ideas panels, the sort who made Bitty nervous. Placing only women on this year’s cover, giving them a bit of control over their wardrobe, was, according to Leanna, an attempt to correct what the publicist had called “past issues of tone… as you well know.” That was what had convinced Bitty to do it—that, and that Leanna had asked her twice more, after the first time Bitty said no. Leanna only repeated herself when something was really important.

“If you pull this off,” Leanna said, “they might end up putting you on the front cover when they composite it all together.” Like paper dolls, the girls the photographer shot were going to be arranged into formation later, a system Bitty had never understood. When she’d been with Delle last time, they’d shot together, splitting a bottle of vodka beforehand to torch their nerves, each one laughing at how exposed the other was, too giddy to understand she was naked too.

“Let’s focus on the positive. Do you like what you’re wearing?”

“Yeah,” Bitty said. “Yeah, I do.”

In fact, she loved it. One of the great annoyances of today was that she was so focused on holding herself together that she felt blunted, held back from appreciating that, for once, she looked like herself. Or like the self that she wanted to be. For premieres or talk shows, she wore whatever the stylist the studio had hired gave her, and these clothes, tailored denim with a crop top and an oversized blazer or gowns with strategic cutouts, felt too hip by half. They were costumes for the character she was playing, the Contemporary Actress. This was the kind of dress that she had imagined blankets and towels into, when she played dress-up as a kid.

She allowed herself, in a great, rushing moment of giving in, to feel, all at once, how much she loved this dress, loved the nostalgia and the whimsy and the drama of it, loved the chance it gave her to play make-believe. If only she could go back!

“Well…” Leanna said. “That’s good. I’m glad.” She handed Bitty a tissue. “Camera-ready, remember?”

“Sorry.” Bitty dabbed at her eye, pulled a huge, implausible grin. “All better!”

Leanna had the good grace to laugh a little.

“Look,” Leanna said. “This guy is an idiot, we all know it. I don’t know why Ceridwen hired him, other than that—well, he’s trying to be respectful. So just do your own thing for the rest of the shoot, and he’ll find something usable. I officially empower you to ignore him. I trust you to figure it out. You’re a good actress. Then we get through the interview. And then we go home.”

“Okay,” Bitty said. “I think I can do that.”

“Listen, Bitty,” Leanna said. “And then we go home.”

“S-sure,” Bitty stammered. “I mean—yes.”

She’d need something to come down, just a little after the day she’d had. She probably still had something in the cabinet. Or maybe Josh could come over, if he was free. His girlfriend was still on her shoot.

“Do you really think I might be on the front cover?” she asked.

“I think you might.”

“And—this is so stupid.” Bitty considered cutting herself off, but she had to hear it. “But just… I just need to…” She breathed deep, tried not to sniffle. “Do you think I’ll win?”

Leanna was, Bitty realized in the moment after she finished her question, a really good publicist. Because Bitty knew exactly what Leanna was going to say, and it still felt bolstering when she said it.

“I do,” she said. “If you can get through today, I think you’re going to win.”



“WE READY?” THE PHOTOGRAPHER ASKED as bitty and leanna reemerged into the silent studio. “We’re down to twenty minutes—more like fifteen.”

“Twenty.” Leanna didn’t look up from her phone.

Bitty walked back onto the spare set, a pink backdrop with various pieces of antique furniture that she’d spent the morning being powerful and brave against.

“Okay,” he said. “Bitty, I want you to show me how fierce you are.”

Bitty looked down at her dress. All she had to do, she realized, was play pretend. She could do that. She raced through associations in her mind. Leanna—honestly, all things considered, she was being really nice today, given how she could have acted. Not a match. Her mom—nope! Let’s deal with that one later! Josh—God, it was crazy how even months after their shoot in Albuquerque, he made her feel so protected….

“Fierce!” the photographer shouted. “That’s a little too sweet. Show me your teeth!”

Right! So not Josh. Josh’s girlfriend, though. Bitty knew Josh couldn’t stand her. Could he? She’d been so unsupportive of him during the shoot. They’d fought so much on her one visit to the set. That would all make it easy for Bitty, in the end.

She felt something hard and diamantine enter her eyes. Felt her lips curl.

“Yes!” the photographer bellowed.

There was a succession of clicks that sounded like gunfire. No—that sounded like the pounding of footsteps running from the press, the ones who’d be pursuing Josh and Bitty on their first real date. Maybe they could give them one picture, though, just to appease them, and to show off their love for the world to see….

“Turn the music back on?” Bitty asked. Then she repeated herself, without making it a question. “Turn the music back on. Thanks!”

She grinned as she heard the first computer-generated beat. It would be the soundtrack to her and Josh’s first date. That would be something she had on Delle. Delle! What if Bitty got to go to the awards with Josh as her date, and Delle went alone? Then, after all this, what if Bitty beat her when they were nominated together? People at home would watch as Delle had to clap for Bitty, as Josh kissed her right before she went up onstage and thanked everyone. Thanked her mom, because her mom would be watching too. Maybe she would call Bitty afterward! Contessa would be right on the other side of Josh—those two had been in a movie together too. She’d give Bitty a high five, because they’d be real friends by the time all of this was over. Bitty, Josh, and Contessa—the talent of their generation. Contessa would clutch her hands to her heart as Bitty thanked Adria Benedict for inspiring her to act. Adria would mouth, You inspire me too.

It was all so clear. Like a channel that she never wanted to turn off.

Her pulse was pounding in her skull. But it wasn’t just the hangover this time. It was a vision. One that, soon, everyone else would get to see too. It would be her. The number-one girl.

“You’re doing it!” Leanna yelled.

“Yes! Great!” the photographer said. “That break did something! Now—do something different with your hands!”

He needed options, Bitty realized, for when she’d be pasted in, on the front cover. For everyone to see. Her in a pretty dress—one that she’d picked out herself. Owning it.

She trusted her instincts in this moment so completely that she simply let her body move itself. So, even as she caught herself and moved her fists back down by her sides, there was just a flickering second of realization. She only barely noticed that, when she held her right hand flat in front of her chest, and her left one cupped above it, it would look for all the world like she was holding an invisible trophy.






Contessa Lyle, The Glass Menagerie


IT WAS SILLY, BUT CONTESSA loved being in Hollywood. Not being in the industry—although she loved that too, in the way she loved the sun being warm. No, she quite literally loved being in Hollywood, the very uncool part of Los Angeles where tourists came to get a glimpse of magic. She had to go somewhat incognito—if all the fake Scubamen on the Walk of Fame attracted people willing to pay them for selfies, the real-life Nina in Charge might risk bodily harm if she didn’t wear a hoodie, cap, sunglasses.

That was what Contessa was willing to do for a couple of hours that would feel, well—“normal” wasn’t the right word. But like a kind of normal that was striving to be something better. This strip of street, she felt, was where the hopeful came. It was for people who, like Contessa, wanted to make movies. It was for people who just really loved them, loved the movies and their stars. She felt a deep well of affection (and, yes, a little sympathy, as it seemed so accidental she’d found fame so young) for all the people she saw as she walked into her spin class on the Boulevard, the costumed and the plainclothed, those in character and those taking pleasure in watching.

She couldn’t slow down, though; after leaving her SUV at valet, she only had about ten minutes to get to class before the studio door closed and latecomers, even famous ones, were not admitted. (Contessa had never tested this last part—she’d be too embarrassed to try to pull celebrity rank with the front desk at Spin Culture, but she suspected that she might, just maybe, get her way if she tried.) Unfortunately, her mother was practically dragging herself through the parking garage.
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