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For Dad

Who gave me big dreams and equally big feet






“Even with primitive materials, one can work small wonders.”

—LOTTE REINIGER








From ANIMATION_STEW.COM

BB GUN FILMS ANNOUNCES FIRST-EVER SUMMER INTERNSHIP

Bryan Beckett, the creative force behind BB Gun Films, announced on Monday that they would be opening their doors to a select group of high school interns.

Beckett made waves in the animation community ten years ago with the release of the critically lauded film A Boy Named Bear. Inspired by and named after his own son, Beckett directed and wrote the film about a boy whose imagination is so powerful that he’s considered a risk to himself, his government, and the world. It won Beckett his first Oscar.

After news of his custody battle over Bear was leaked to the press, Beckett became known for his extreme privacy, rarely granting interviews. That secrecy extended to his studio, and all films in production.

Beckett made an exception a year ago when he recorded a CalTED Talk for the California Animation Institute (CalAn). The ninety-minute video offered a rare glimpse into the mind of the director/producer who has been dubbed “the keeper of America’s imagination.” In it he discusses his process, why he wears the same outfit every day, and why he thinks that “a curious, creative mind is the most formidable weapon in the universe.”

The announcement of the internship sent shock waves through the animation community, and it seems fair to assume that this could be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a few lucky students.

One can only imagine the wisdom a visionary like Bryan Beckett will dole out to his freshman class of interns.

From the official release:

“In order to be eligible for the internship, students must be entering their senior year of high school. Accepted applicants will work at the studio during the day and be housed at the nearby CalAn campus. They will be assigned mentors and work in teams with their fellow interns to develop and produce four short films to be screened at the end of the summer.”

Applicants must fill out a questionnaire—now available on BBGunFilms.com/SummerInternship—and submit a portfolio of their work. Details regarding format can be found on the website.








CHAPTER ONE

I had arrived.

Leaning over my steering wheel, I got my first real, up-close look at my future. It was big and bright with round, swooping architecture and a giant wrought-iron gate that was currently wide open. I’d seen the building from the freeway almost daily on my way to school, and I’d even driven past the main entrance once or twice or two dozen times before, but I’d never had a reason to pull up to the studio entrance. Until today.

This was the place where a pencil and a piece of paper could be the start of something extraordinary. I’d been imagining this moment—this day—for weeks.

A Boy Named Bear had been made for my generation—for me—and we’d all grown up with Bryan Beckett teaching us the proper way to tell a story. Now I was going to be one of the lucky few to learn it directly from him.

No. Not luck. I wasn’t an intern at BB Gun Films because I was lucky—I was an intern at BB Gun Films because I was good at what I did. Because I knew how to tell a story. With my pencil and paper, I’d beaten out almost five thousand students for a coveted slot in what was possibly the only internship program BB Gun Films would ever do.

It was the first step toward my future. An apprentice at eighteen, a storyboard artist at twenty, head of story by twenty-four, and directing my first feature way before I was thirty. That was the plan.

Next to me, Dad let out a low whistle. I knew exactly what he was seeing. “So this is the house that cartoons built,” he said.

“They’re not cartoons, they’re animated films,” I said for the thousandth time. “And this multibillion-dollar studio was designed by Andrew Howard.”

Dad’s eyebrows rose. “The guy who did the children’s museum in Argentina?” He looked over at me. “Now you show an interest in architecture?”

I shrugged. We were both aware that my architectural knowledge was limited to all things BB Gun. I knew Dad would notice the design, but I was also hoping it would impress him. That the studio would impress him.

“For seventeen years, I’ve tried to encourage a love of art,” Dad said. “And this is how you repay me. By becoming obsessed with cartoo—” He cleared his throat as he caught my glare. “Animated films.” He was joking. Mostly.

“Behave,” I said. I wanted him there and not there. After all, it had taken a lot to convince my parents to let me do this internship. It was clear that they hadn’t even thought I’d get in, but when I did, I’d had to sit through several discussions where my parents weighed the pros and cons of agreeing to let me spend the whole summer doing what they saw as nothing more than an unpaid internship in a field they knew nothing about.

In the end, they’d agreed because I’d assured them it would look good on a college application. They didn’t see what it really was: an opportunity. A chance to prove myself. To them. To my peers. To Bryan Beckett himself.

I rolled down the window to talk to the security guard. “I’m checking in for the evaluation,” I said. “I mean, registration. For the internship.” My face was hot, but the security guard didn’t even blink—no doubt I wasn’t the first awkward teenager he’d spoken to that day.

“Driver’s license,” he said. “Is he on your guest list?”

“Yes, sir,” Dad said, and saluted, trying to be cheeky. He was ignored.

“I’ll need your ID as well,” the security guard said.

We passed them over and waited while we were checked off on the list the guard was holding. I drummed my fingers along the curve of my steering wheel. I could only imagine what it would be like once we passed through those gates. Would I feel different? Special?

I wanted to feel special.

The security guard cleared his throat and I looked up to see that he was holding out our licenses, his gaze focused on my tapping fingers.

“Sorry.” I reached out with one hand, stilling the other.

“You can park on the first floor,” he said with a hint of a smile. “And welcome to BB Gun Films, Hayley.”

I grinned, goose bumps spreading all over my arms. This was it. This was the moment.

Even the parking structure was cool to look at. The whole thing had the feel of an oversize jungle gym, with the metal painted bright colors and each floor named after a different, famous BB Gun Films character.

Floor number one, unsurprisingly, was Bear, the title character from their first film. The wild child was portrayed with his characteristically messy, leaf-strewn hair and muddy face, his hands on his hips and his preadolescent chest puffed out.

We all wanted to be Bear when we were little—a child whose imagination was so impressive that it threatened the status quo. It took me years to fully appreciate the nuances of the film, but when I was a kid, I was simply spellbound by someone my age who could make things happen just by imagining them. When Bear did it, it seemed possible that all of us could.

“Who’s that?” Dad asked, stopping in front of the drawn sign.

“Dad,” I said.

A small group of people who were also walking out of the garage turned to stare.

“I left a list for you and Mom on the counter.” I lowered my voice. “And all the special editions are in my room. Organized by date.”

“I know, I know,” Dad said.

“You said you’d watch them.”

“I thought I was agreeing to one movie—maybe two. Not the whole BB Gum repertoire.”

“Gun,” I said. “BB Gun. And it’s just ten films.”

“That’s a lot of time to spend watching movies.” Dad put his hand on my shoulder. His tone was light but the hand was heavy.

I’d thought that Dad would understand, since he knew what it was like to be an artist. Or to appreciate art. After all, he’d been an architect for as long as I’d been alive and spent his weekends building sculptures in the backyard. It was clear I got my creative gene from him, not from Mom, who had been a stay-at-home parent until about two years ago when she went back to school to study law.

“I don’t like the language they use.” She’d helped me review the registration paperwork in the spring. “They own everything you work on while you’re there? That doesn’t seem right.”

Mom found contracts fascinating. “You can tell a lot about someone by the words they use,” she liked to say.

They had all seemed pretty similar to me—a bunch of legalese nonsense.

“They’re all about teamwork,” I’d said. “You can’t own something that’s a group effort. And the whole point is to prove to them that you’re good enough to be a member of their team.”

That was my goal, at least. I still had another year of high school, but my secret wish was that I’d prove myself so invaluable during this internship that BB Gun Films—ideally, Bryan Beckett himself—would offer me a position that I could take as soon as I graduated high school.

I knew my parents wanted me to be like my older brother, Zach, who was premed.

“A Jewish doctor,” I’d teased him when he declared his major. “How original.”

“At least our parents know what that is,” he’d teased back.

It was true. They thought all of this was a hobby. They didn’t realize that people could actually make a living doing it. They didn’t see that it could be more. That I could make it more.

I’d tried to show them Bryan’s CalTED Talk, but all Mom could focus on was how he had dropped out of CalAn after his freshman year. She’d dropped out of college too, but unlike Bryan, she regretted it. She refused to listen when I told her I didn’t need to go to college.

“You can’t do your best work if you have a backup plan,” Bryan had said.

Even though he never graduated from the school, he’d been given an honorary degree after A Boy Named Bear was released.

“Creating is all about risk,” Bryan had said. “Taking an exhilarating plunge into the unknown, steadied only by confidence in your own talent. In your ability to land safely.”

When I’d first watched his CalTED Talk, it was as if he had taken the things I felt when I drew and put them into words. That video had changed everything for me.

We walked out of the parking garage and were greeted by a friendly-faced white woman with a Bear button on her lapel. “You’ll be starting in the theater,” she said, directing us away from the main structure.

I stared at the big doors longingly. I wanted to get into the studio so badly. I already knew what the theater looked like. It was the only place the press was allowed to go, so I’d seen it in all the videos and interviews and press releases BB Gun Films did. There weren’t many available, but I’d watched them all. Studied them. I wanted to go where no one else got to go.

We settled into the theater seats—they were enormous and plush and covered in soft red velvet. If Zach were here, I probably would have said something about how the room felt a bit like a giant beating heart, and then he would have said something gross and anatomically accurate about the biology of an actual human heart. Then I would have socked him in the arm.

Everyone was scattered around alone or in small groups. According to the acceptance e-mail, there were forty-one of us. It seemed like a weird number, but I was certain that there was a reason for it. I was certain that Bryan had a reason for everything he did.

Out of that forty-one, only four of us were going to get the opportunity to direct. I’d been working on my pitch since the moment I read about the internship.

I was ready. I was so ready.

I glanced around at the other interns—eager to check out my competition—but the lights dimmed before I could. A white guy with blond hair, at least ten years younger than Bryan, walked out onto the stage. I knew immediately who he was, but I wasn’t the only one who slumped backward with disappointment.

“I’m sorry I’m not Bryan Beckett,” he said.

We all laughed politely.

“Don’t worry—all of you interns will get a chance to meet him tomorrow. I’m Josh Holder, the executive head of story. For all you BB Gun Films fans, you’ll know that we do things a little different here than at other animation studios. My role means that I oversee the story teams for all the films we have in development.”

I did know that. I assumed that BB Gun had their own way of doing most things.

“We’re so glad to have you here at the studio. In a few hours, there will be a mixer back at the dormitories—sorry, parents, you’ll have to say goodbye before then—where you’ll have a chance to meet one another before you’re introduced to your mentors. Then, tomorrow, you’ll be back here bright and early to start your first day as employees of BB Gun Films.”

We applauded, excited whispers spreading through the room. It was all happening so quickly. And not quickly enough. I squirmed as Josh continued. Now that I knew what was in store for the next few hours, I wanted to get out of the theater and settle into the dorms.

“For now, we’ve prepared something to welcome you all to the BB Gun family. Enjoy!”

The lights dimmed. “Welcome!” Bryan’s voice boomed through the speakers.

I must have watched his CalTED Talk a hundred times by now, so his voice was as familiar to me as my parents’. I settled back, my fingers curled over my knees.

The film—shot in grainy black-and-white like those old-fashioned movies—opened with Bryan at his desk. I straightened. We’d never seen his office. But before I could get a good glimpse of anything besides his enormous black desk, he was outside the studio gates, walking toward the camera. He was wearing his uniform—black pants, white shirt, and a black tie. He looked like he was outside of time. The film could have been shot yesterday or it could have been shot twenty years ago.

“You’re here because you’re the best of the best,” Bryan said.

I sucked in a proud breath.

“Thousands of students across the United States sent in applications—but we chose you. There was something in your reel or your portfolio that showed potential, and here at BB Gun Films, we’re all about potential.”

I was more than ready to show off mine.






CHAPTER TWO

Last night, while I finished packing, Zach had stood in front of my movie collection, plucking animated films off the shelf and making himself a pile of non–BB Gun Blu-rays and special editions. Mom and Dad each did their own worried-parent pass by my door.

“You can always call if you forget something,” Mom had said. “We’re only twenty minutes away.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I know you’ll be busy, but if you wanted to come home for dinner, just let me know.”

“Mom.”

Dad sang on his turn. “ ‘I’ve got a golden ticket… I’ve got a golden chance to make my way.’ ”

“We’ve been over this before,” I said.

“Oh no,” Zach groaned from the corner. “She’s going to monologue.”

I’d glared at him. “Charlie got to go on the tour because of luck, not talent, and Wonka hosting a contest to pick a replacement proves that he’s a manipulative showman at best. He could have easily passed the factory down to the most senior Oompa Loompa, instead of a child. And why didn’t he test the business skills of said children versus tricking and torturing them? More importantly, he should have chosen Violet Beauregarde to run the place. She’s obsessed with gum, and even puts herself at risk to test a new product. And don’t get me started on her being the only person who seems to think there’s a problem using Oompa Loompas for…”

“… for what is essentially slave labor,” Zach had finished for me. “You know, just because it’s a meme doesn’t mean it’s right.”

Dad had walked away half a rant ago. He liked to do that, get me riled up and leave.

I’d stuck my tongue out at my brother. “And just because I’ve said it before doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

“I worry about your feelings of kinship with someone who turns into a giant blueberry. You do realize she was a bad guy, right?”

“She was misunderstood.”

“That’s what all bad guys say.” Zach had pointed a DVD at me. “And you’re not going to make any new friends with that attitude.”

“What attitude? My nice, charming one?” I’d given him a sickly-sweet smile.

“You’re going to have to pretend to be normal,” he’d said, as if I hadn’t spoken. “No lecturing people about imaginary characters. No all-nighters over projects that don’t even count toward your final grade. No micromanaging Shelley Cona until she cries—”

“That happened once! And she wasn’t pulling her weight!”

I’d been assigned to do a group project with Shelley, but her on-again, off-again boyfriend kept distracting her. I’d suggested he wasn’t worth the effort. She’d said I’d never understand what it was like to be in love. I’d told her that if this was love, I didn’t want anything to do with it. Because who had time for that kind of drama? I didn’t.

“You have to be a team player,” Zach had said. “You have to be able to play nice with others. Or else…” I waited as he gathered up all the movies he was stealing from me. “Oompa, Loompa, doo-be-dee-doo,” he sang as he left.

I’d thrown a pillow at him.

In his CalTED Talk, Bryan had talked about how animation was all about collaboration. “A successful team works together toward a singular goal,” he’d said. “We all contribute to a shared vision.”

I didn’t like working in teams when I was the only one who cared about the results. That wasn’t going to be a problem in this internship.

My roommate had apparently unpacked before heading over to the studio, because when I got there, she was nowhere to be found, but her bed was made and she’d hung things on the wall. I liked her already from the stuff she’d put up—vintage-style posters of BB Gun Films, quotes about art in beautiful graphic lettering, and pictures of her cat.

The dormitories at CalAn were a ten-minute drive from the studio, but we’d be taking shuttles every morning and evening. I had my car—my parents had to sign a waiver to allow me to keep it on campus—but I wasn’t allowed to use it to go in between the dorms and the studio.

They were very particular about their rules. I respected that. You had to have rules. You had to have guidelines.

Checking my phone, I saw that I had several messages from Julie and Samantha.

Did you get the director position yet? Samantha had texted.

Are there cute guys? If so, how many? Julie asked. Please send photos and rankings.

Or drawings! Samantha added. Shirtless drawings!

I laughed, thinking of how they often during the school year they’d request sexy sketches of their favorite celebrities. I’d done quite a few versions of Tom Holland performing Rihanna’s “Umbrella” to much acclaim and appreciation.

I didn’t mind. In fact, I preferred dealing with guys who could be easily adjusted with pencil and eraser.

I’m here to work, I reminded them, but they understood better than anyone how focused I could get.

Boooooo, Samantha texted.

We want drawings! Julie said.

It wasn’t the first summer we’d spent apart. As usual, Samantha would be leaving soon to spend eight weeks at a Jewish summer camp in Simi Valley with limited cell phone service. Julie would be working and taking SAT prep courses. I texted them both an eggplant emoji.

Then I put my phone away and gave myself a once-over in the cheap floor-length mirror hanging over the back of the door. I looked fine. I’d grown accustomed to pulling my hair back in a bun—I’d used to wear it down all the time, but it looked more serious this way. Bryan always had his hair combed back, kind of old-fashioned-like. Wearing my hair this way also kept the wavy mess out of my face and turned out to be a very convenient place to store pens and pencils. Twisting, I checked to see how many I was storing there at the moment. Just two.

I buttoned my blue shirt up one more button and retucked it in to my high-waisted black pants. It was my own version of Bryan Beckett’s uniform, which consisted of identical trousers and a variation of the same type of shirt. I relaced my sparkly black Converse. That was another Beckett-ism—even though his clothing always stayed the same, he favored funky, unique sneakers.

“Wearing the same thing every day clears my mind,” he’d said in his CalTED Talk. “It allows me to focus on the work. On my internal process, not my external presentation.”

It made so much sense. I still had a closet at home full of dresses and jeans and T-shirts, but since I started wearing a uniform, I didn’t have to spend time picking out a new outfit every morning. It made things easier.

There were kids at school who thought I was weird for dressing this way, but most of them also couldn’t tell the difference between a Disney movie and a Don Bluth movie. I didn’t care what they thought. I cared what Bryan Beckett thought.

I straightened my collar, checked the back of my pants for lint, and headed downstairs. The multipurpose room was already full. My palms were damp as I clasped them behind my back, wondering what would be less awkward—introducing myself to a group of strangers that were already talking, or trying to make conversation over at the snack and beverage table.

At least I knew that we shared a common interest. We were all fans here.

And I wasn’t the only one following Bryan Beckett’s fashion guidelines. Across the room, a white guy in black pants and a polo shirt beelined for me so aggressively that I glanced back at first, thinking that he was approaching someone behind me that he knew. He was about my height and had dark hair that was slicked back.

“You saw the CalTED Talk,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah,” I said.

 “ ‘The less time you spend on your appearance, the more attention you can give your art,’ ” he said. That was a direct Bryan Beckett quote.

“ ‘Be creative with your drawings, not your clothes,’ ” I said, sharing another Beckett-ism.

“I’m Nick.” He held out a hand.

I shook it, hoping my palm wasn’t too sweaty. “Hayley.”

“I’ve probably watched his CalTED Talk, like, fifty times,” he said.

“Me too.”

“It’s like, I think I’ve absorbed all of his wisdom, but then I watch it again and I learn something new.” His head bobbed to emphasize his point.

I grinned at him. “Me too,” I said, because that was exactly how I felt.

I’d tried to explain it to Julie and Samantha, but they weren’t really fans. They loved when I shared my drawings, but they didn’t understand my obsession—with animation or with Bryan Beckett. This was the first time I’d met someone who seemed to speak the same language as me. More nervousness melted away.

Nick smiled. “No one at my high school gets it,” he said. “They used to make fun of me—pretending I was wearing the same exact clothes every day. Like I wasn’t even washing them.” He snorted and rolled his eyes.

“People at my school don’t understand either,” I said.

The guys in film club knew about BB Gun Films, and they admired Bryan but thought animated movies were mostly for kids and nerds. We watched a lot of movies about sad middle-aged men, New York mobsters, or blue-collar guys from Boston. Occasionally we’d watched older movies. Classics. About sad middle-aged men who were usually mobsters from Boston.

“They were impressed when I got the internship, though,” Nick said. “They made an announcement and everything.”

“That’s cool,” I said. They hadn’t done that at my school—I was a little jealous.

“I’ve noticed a huge uptick in my creativity dressing this way,” he said. “I bet it’s even more significant, especially for someone like you.”

“Like me?”

“I have sisters,” he said. “I know how much time girls spend getting ready.”

I didn’t have a chance to respond because I was suddenly set upon by a pack of the aforementioned species—girls. There were five of them.

“Hey,” one said.

She was tall and dressed all in black with short curly hair and brown skin. There was a little diamond in her nose and as she pushed her hair behind her ears, I saw at least three more piercings. For an animation nerd, she seemed pretty cool. In fact, for a group of animation nerds, we were all being surprisingly social.

A collection of otters was called a “family.” Cats were a “glaring.” Lemurs were a “conspiracy.” I wondered what the term for us could be.

“Are you Hayley?” the girl in black asked.

Maybe we were a “sequence”?

“Yeah,” I said.
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The group let out a squeal loud enough to make Nick retreat. I felt a little bad for him as he moved away, casting backward glances toward me.

“We found her,” a white girl with glasses said.

From the back of the group, another girl—this one pale and busty—pushed forward and engulfed me in a hug.

“I’m Sally,” she said. “I’m your roommate. I’m so glad to meet you—sorry I didn’t wait for you in our room, but I was just so excited to explore.”

“Hi,” I said. Maybe a group of animation nerds could be called a “vector”?

Sally was wearing a top that looked like a watercolor painting. “This place is so cool, isn’t it?” she asked. “Caitlin came and found me, and we all went on a tour of the dormitories. I just love it here. It’s full of history and inspiration. I feel inspired; do you feel inspired?”

Sally talked fast.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Emily knows all their secrets,” one of the other girls said. She was white and had bright blue hair pulled back into a ponytail. “Her cousin went here.”

Five friendly faces stared at me.

“Cool,” I said, a little overwhelmed but in a good way.

A “render.” A group of animation nerds was called a “render.” If they were all as knowledgeable and friendly as Nick had been, I had a feeling this internship was going to be even better than I expected.

“We’re the only girls in the program,” Sally said.

I wasn’t surprised. I didn’t know any other girls that cared about animation. Unless I could drag Samantha or Julie to movie club, I was the only girl there. I was used to being the odd one out. This would be a very welcome change.

I glanced around the room and noticed that the other interns were now eyeing us with both interest and suspicion. I recognized the look. I usually saw it when Zach told his friends that I liked animated films.

In his CalTED Talk, Bryan had said that all that mattered to him was talent—he didn’t care who had it. Still, I was glad I had been discovered and folded into this little group.

“I think they’re going to do some ice-breakers soon,” Sally said. “But they might separate us and I thought we should all get to know each other before they do.”

Introductions were made, information coming at me like rapid-fire darts.

Caitlin Gonzalez, with the piercings and curly hair, was from Sacramento, and one of the few girls I’d ever met who was taller than me. Emily Reynolds was the white girl with glasses and long, long blond hair. It nearly came down to her butt. Rachel Goo was Asian with straight dark hair, brown eyes, and incredible posture. She was from Florida, and had a really cool vintage style. Jeannette Conner-White was the girl with the blue hair and a big smile.

Sally Hughes—my roommate—was from Texas. She, Caitlin, and Jeannette would be focusing on animation and special effects—building and polishing the final product. The other two girls, Emily and Rachel, would be studying story with me.

“If animation is the body of a film, then story is the soul,” Bryan had said in his CalTED Talk. “They’re incomplete without each other.”

I noticed, in addition to the intern group being very male-dominated, we were pretty homogeneous as well. Including Caitlin and Rachel, there were only a handful of interns who weren’t white. It was hard to tell, but I didn’t think there were many other Jewish kids, either.

“Hope you don’t mind that I chose a bed without waiting for you,” Sally said. “We can totally switch if you don’t like it, but I think the beds are pretty similar and I thought it would be better if I was a little closer to the door because I tend to get up early each morning and go for a run. Do you run? We could run together.”

I could tell why Sally ran. She seemed to have boundless energy. If I were to animate her, I’d make her a little blond particle, zipping through space, bouncing off of other particles and lighting them up.

“I usually sleep in,” I said. “But I like the posters you put up. I have a few of the same at home.” If she was a particle, I was whatever science-thing generated energy by staying still.

“Thanks,” she said. “I had a really hard time deciding which posters to bring—I have a few at home that aren’t of BB Gun Films, but I thought I might, like, get kicked out of the program if I had some Miyazaki or Laika posters up, you know? I love stop-motion animation—there’s something so awesome and tactile about it, you know? I love animation that feels like you could reach out and touch it. Like you could really live in it. I like your outfit.”

It took a moment for me to realize that the last part had been directed at me.

“Thanks.” I smoothed my hand down the front of my shirt. “And I really like stop-motion animation too,” I said.

Sally beamed at me. “What’s your favorite?”

Where could I even begin?

“Coraline is pretty great,” I said, hesitating a little.

Even with some of the guys in film club, when I started talking about my favorite movies, it didn’t take long for them to get bored and walk away.

“I adore Coraline,” Emily told us—and I could swear there was a hint of an English accent there, even though she’d said she was from Montana. “It’s so creepy and dark. The Other Mum design is brilliant—how it changes from human to insect-like—the way she gets all stretched out.” In addition to the intermittent English accent, she had a flowy, earthy style that made her seem like she belonged in a rose garden.

“What about Chicken Run?” Caitlin pulled her hair back, and I could see that she had a big silver piercing going through the top of her other ear. “I love Aardman’s style.”

“That one’s great,” Rachel said. Her long, elegant fingers were clasped in front of her neatly buttoned cardigan. She was perfectly put together, except for the smudges of ink on her fingers. The kind of smudges we all had. “Kind of dark, too, in its own way,” she said. “I mean, it is about killing chickens and putting them in a pie.”

“ ‘I don’t want to be a pie,’ ” Jeannette quoted. She wore cargo shorts and a tie-dye shirt with matching socks. She looked like a really cool camp counselor, with a fading sunburn across her nose to complete the look. I imagined her standing at the top of a mountain with a flag in her hand and a bandanna around her neck. “They’re so great with timing,” she continued. “Aardman is. Think of everything you get from Gromit’s character and he never says a word.”

I couldn’t help grinning. These were exactly the kinds of things I thought about all the time. Julie and Samantha would watch animated movies with me, but they never talked about them in this way—as if they knew them. As if they studied them.

“Your outfit really is cool,” Sally said.

I stood up a little straighter. “I worried it might come off as being too brown-nosey, but this really is how I dress every day.”

“I mean, at least it looks good on you,” Caitlin said.

I took it as a huge compliment because Caitlin looked cool. With her piercings and her all-black clothes, she just exuded coolness. Like she belonged in a band.

She nodded toward Nick. “He looks like he’s trying to be Bryan Beckett.”

“He’s nice,” I said.

Caitlin looked skeptical. “As long as he doesn’t do the ‘Test,’ I guess he’s okay,” she said.

“I loathe the Test,” Emily said.

I knew exactly what they were talking about. Before I started wearing my uniform, I was always questioned when I wore my favorite BB Gun Films shirt. It was usually by guys demanding to know if I was wearing it just to impress boys.

“One of my cousins didn’t believe me when I told him I’d gotten this internship,” Sally said. “He tried to make me list all of the BB Gun Films in chronological order.”

A film club guy had done something similar, only he’d made me name an important character from each film. When I’d rattled them off easily, he’d accused me of cheating.

Even though the other guys were still staring at us, I didn’t think they’d be like that. We were in this together—united by talent and a love of animation. They were probably just intimidated by all of us. We did look pretty impressive. But we were just artists here. That’s what Bryan said.

“Bryan always talks about how important the women on his staff are,” I said. “For the last film, they had the female artists sign off on the design for the male lead.”

It was one of the few articles that had talked about the behind-the-scenes process, and the reporter had even gotten permission to talk to some of the vis dev artists—the people who helped shape the look and style of each different film.

“I think this is the intern coordinator,” Rachel said, and the chatter slowly mellowed out to a hush as two people entered the room.

“Hello.” The woman who had greeted us at the theater was standing with Josh Holder. “Glad to see you’re all getting acquainted. For those who haven’t met me, I’m Gena Noble.”

We all formed a circle around them.

“We thought we’d start off by dividing into two groups—those who are in story and development and those who are in animation. We’ll do a few ice-breakers, and get a chance to know each other before your mentors show up and we all head to dinner.”

“When I was a CalAn student, the dining hall had the best chicken wings,” Josh said. “That’s why the place is nicknamed the Wingy-Dingy.”

Everyone laughed, even though it was kind of cheesy.

“Okay,” Gena said, and looked at her clipboard. “All the animation interns should come with me—the rest of you can stay here with Josh.”

I waved goodbye to Sally, Caitlin, and Jeannette.

“Why don’t we grab some seats,” Josh said.

There were folded chairs leaning against the wall, so I followed the other interns to get one. Before I could, though, Nick reached out in front of me and grabbed two.

“I got you,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said.

We arranged our chairs in a circle, with Emily on one side of me and Nick on the other.

“We should swap portfolios sometime,” he said.

“Definitely,” I said. “I’m really proud of mine.”

I’d worked nonstop on my submission from the moment I’d read about the internship to the day it was due. My grades dipped temporarily, and I pulled a few rough all-nighters, but in the end, it had been worth it. I was very curious to see what everyone else’s work looked like. I wanted to see my competition.

“All right.” Josh leaned forward, his hands on his knees. “Why don’t we go around the room and everyone can say where they’re from, and uh, if they have any siblings and what their favorite animated film is. It doesn’t have to be a BB Gun film, but extra points if it is.”

He gave us a broad smile to show that he was teasing, but I wondered if anyone was going to say a non–BB Gun film now.

“I’ll start. I’m Josh, I’m originally from Seattle, Washington. I have two older brothers, and my favorite film is the one I’m currently working on.”

I leaned forward, hoping he’d say more, but he just turned to his right, where a white guy wearing a green shirt told us that he was Keith, he was from Massachusetts, and he was the middle of three boys. We went around the room until it was Rachel’s turn.

I could sense the entire group directing their focus toward Rachel, Emily, and me. I tried not to mind, but it felt a bit like we were animals in a zoo. Being watched. Observed. Judged.

“I’m Rachel, I’m from Orlando, Florida, and I have an older sister. My favorite movie is A Boy Named Bear.”

Emily was next. “I’m Emily, I’m from Helena, Montana, and I have an older brother and a younger sister. My favorite film is also A Boy Named Bear.”

Everyone had named a BB Gun film—and at least 50 percent of them had been A Boy Named Bear. For good reason. I still got little heart palpitations whenever I thought about the movie’s opening.

I’d seen it for the first time when I was seven, sitting between Mom and Zach, popcorn on my lap. The theater had stayed dark for a long time—long enough for people to begin shifting in their seats—but I heard it before anyone else. The soft build of music, a low bass that seemed to tremble around my toes before spreading up my body just as the screen flickered, allowing half a second of light at a time. And in the darkness, shapes and shadows. Flashes of color and movement. All too quick to fully register. There was the sound of breathing. Frantic, terrified breaths.

I remember how I’d dug my fist down into my bag of popcorn, squeezing the rubbery kernels between my fingers because I was scared but also too old to hold Mom’s hand. The breathing grew louder, the flashes faster, the lights brighter, and then suddenly, the screen was full of everything.

All the images. All the colors. All the brief hints of things we’d seen as the music had built, was now vivid and brilliant in front of us. We’d been in Bear’s head. It was a dream, or a nightmare, and it wasn’t supposed to be real, but when he opened his eyes, it was.

That was the power of his imagination. It was wild. Uncontrolled.

I’d released the popcorn I’d been holding, the bag all but forgotten in my lap as I’d watched the rest of the movie, my heartbeat never slowing.

Every time I rewatched it, I tried to recapture that feeling. Every time I put pencil to paper I was attempting to re-create what I’d experienced the first time I’d seen A Boy Named Bear. It was a special kind of yearning. Loving something so much and being so grateful that it existed, but also hating that I hadn’t been a part of it.

It was my turn to speak. But before I could say anything, the door to the multipurpose room slammed open and a tall, broad-shouldered white guy came sauntering into the room.

Like, literally sauntering.

Everyone looked surprised to see him, except for Josh. “Kind of you to join us, Mr. Davis,” he said. “Care to take a seat?”

Pulling a chair away from the wall, the newcomer was welcomed awkwardly into the circle. When he sat, he was across from me and he folded his arms, his gaze almost defiant. I found it deeply annoying that in addition to being late and rude, he was exceptionally cute. And kind of familiar.

“Please continue,” Josh said, looking apologetic.

“I’m Hayley,” I said. “I’m from here, actually.”

“From the multipurpose building at CalAn?” the stranger—Mr. Davis—asked, looking at me. His eyes were green.

A few people laughed. I glared.

“From Southern California,” I said. “I have one older brother. And my favorite film is Spirited Away.”

I hadn’t meant to say that. But with Mr. Davis staring directly at me, my tongue had slipped and I’d said what used to be my favorite film before I’d listened to Bryan’s CalTED Talk and got a greater understanding of the incredible creative process happening at the studio.

Everyone was still watching me.

“But I like A Boy Named Bear more,” I added quickly.

The new guy rolled his eyes.

Next to me, Nick cleared his throat. “I’m Nick, I’m from Maine, and I’m the youngest with two sisters. Obviously, my favorite movie is A Boy Named Bear,” he said. “It’s a complete masterpiece, isn’t it? The story—the art—everything about it is absolutely perfect. It totally inspires me.”

Everyone nodded. It was exactly what I wished I’d said, but the entire time Nick was speaking, Mr. Davis kept his gaze focused on me. I stared right back, eyes narrowed, arms crossed. I didn’t like him.

How could he just walk in here—late—as if this was some ordinary internship? Sitting there like he was already bored with the whole thing? There were kids all across the country who would have killed to be in his position. I had been so certain there wouldn’t be any Shelley Conas in this group, but apparently I was wrong.

I could only hope he wouldn’t be assigned to my team.

I barely heard the rest of the introductions, but just as the green-eyed pain-in-the-ass newcomer was about to speak, Nick sucked in a loud breath of air almost as if he had been drowning.

“I know who you are.” Nick pointed an accusatory finger at the stranger. “You’re Bear. Bear Beckett.”

I stared. We all did. No. Way.

Murmurs spread through the group, and Josh closed his eyes, leaning his head back.

The person in question, however, stood up and took a bow.
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CHAPTER THREE

It was sheer chaos after that.

Everyone started talking over one another—it was impossible to decipher it all—but to my right Emily and Rachel were basically just saying Bear’s full name over and over again like it was a spell of some sort, while someone was shouting that this whole thing had to be a joke.

“We’re being pranked, aren’t we?” they asked.

Nick was fully staring at Bear, his mouth wide open as if he hadn’t expected to be right.

As for Bear, he was still standing, arms crossed, in the center of it all. His eyes had been focused on the ceiling but they slowly swung down and met mine. I hadn’t said a word. Hadn’t even moved.

We stared at each other and then the corner of his mouth lifted up in a smile. A cocky, Whoops, did I do that? kind of smile.

I hated him.

Mostly, though, I was disappointed. An overwhelming, throat-closing, deep-in-my-bones type of disappointment. This was Bear? Bored and insolent, he was the opposite of his onscreen persona. Nothing about him was magical.

“Okay, okay.” Josh pushed up from his seat. “Everyone quiet down.” He shot a look in Bear’s direction. “Thank you for that, Bear,” he said, making it clear that he was extremely annoyed, but not at all surprised.

They knew each other. Which made sense, if Bear was the son of Josh’s boss and the inspiration for the movie that built BB Gun Films. In that way, we all knew him.

Bear shrugged and sat down.

“I would have liked to announce you in a much less dramatic fashion,” Josh said. “But since that train has left the station, let’s just get it all out of the way. Bear? Would you like to introduce yourself?”

Bear held out his hands, palms up. “I’m pretty sure everyone knows who I am, Josh.”

Josh closed his eyes again almost like he was asking for patience. I didn’t blame him. Bear appeared to be a grade-A asshole. Who eventually took pity on Josh.

“I’m Bear Davis,” he said. “I’m from here as well.” He could probably mean it literally—who knew how much time he’d spent at CalAn and in the BB Gun studio. “I’m an only child.” He looked at me. “And my favorite movie is Howl’s Moving Castle.”

There was a long silence. The introductions were over.

“Why don’t you all mingle until the mentors get here?” Josh said before getting up.

No one moved. We stayed in our chairs in the circle, staring at Bear. I purposely turned away, focusing my attention on Emily and Rachel.

“Who do you think our mentors will be?” I asked.

But they were both staring at Bear.

“He’s really fit,” Emily said.

It wasn’t quite a whisper, but everyone had started talking again, so the room was filled with the sound of dozens of overlapping conversations.

“Not bad-looking at all,” Rachel said, twisting her hair between her fingers.

They weren’t wrong but I wasn’t going to give Bear the satisfaction of having the only three girls in the room say he was cute. He probably knew exactly how attractive he was.

“I knew it,” Nick said. “The minute he walked in, I knew it.”

The last pictures I’d seen of Bear were from the premiere of BB Gun Films’s second movie, The Grand Adventures of the Frog King, almost eight years ago. He’d been there with his dad, the two of them dressed identically, white shirt, black pants, and a pair of matching high-tops hand-painted with the main characters from the movie on each side.

Bear had been so young. Short and gap-toothed with closely shorn hair, he’d looked like his cartoon self and yet completely wrong. His shirt had been buttoned all the way up, his wrists scarecrow skinny. His wrists weren’t skinny anymore. In fact, his arms, which were folded over his chest, looked really strong.

Not that I cared. I didn’t. This internship was too important for me to waste my time even thinking about how cute someone was.

Nick was still talking. “The press isn’t allowed to ask Bryan about his family anymore, but there were some articles when A Boy Named Bear first came out. No one’s talked about him in years—since…”

“My parents went to court,” Bear said. “Over me.”

He had been listening.

Nick went red, but instead of backing down, he just faced Bear. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

I was impressed by his nerve.

“What are you doing here?” Bear asked.

“I applied for this internship and beat out thousands of other kids.” Nick sat up tall. “Did you? Or did you just go down the hall and ask your dad to add you to the list?”

There was a loud intake of air, as if everyone had sucked in a breath at the same time. I couldn’t believe he had just said that. Out loud. But it was what everyone had been thinking.

Bear looked at Nick. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s pretty much exactly what happened.”

No one knew how to respond to that. Thankfully, Josh returned, pushing both doors open. Behind him I could see a crowd of adults. Our mentors.

“Okay,” Josh said. “I’m going to call your name and we’ll get you all paired off.”

Fifteen minutes later everyone had left the multipurpose room except for me, Josh, and, of course, Bear. I thought about how Josh had referred to him when he first came in. And how he had introduced himself. As Bear Davis. Was that his mother’s maiden name? Besides being previously married to Bryan, there wasn’t much information out there about Bear’s mom. I’d looked once, but only under her married name: Reagan Beckett. I made a mental note to look up Reagan Davis when I had the time.

“Hayley, right?” Josh asked. “Sorry about this, but Sloane texted me to say she was running late. She should be here in a few minutes.”

“That’s okay,” I said, casting a sideways glance at Bear, wondering who his mentor was.

“Let me guess,” Bear said to Josh, answering my unasked question. “You got stuck with me.”

Josh was very purposely looking down at his list. “We will be working together this summer,” he said diplomatically.

Bear was going to work with the executive head of story? That feeling of disappointment returned. His entire presence in the internship reeked of nepotism, and now this? It was completely unfair. Could Bear even draw?

Josh seemed to sense my frustration, and gave me a sympathetic look. “We can either wait with you here or head over to the dining hall—I can tell Sloane where to meet us.”

I didn’t really want to spend any more time with Bear, but I could see the advantage of getting to know Josh better.

And I was hungry. “We can head to the dining hall,” I said.

We started walking across campus but my hope that I’d get to talk to Josh was quickly dashed when his phone rang, and he held up his finger in apology as he answered it.

“Holder here,” he said, walking ahead.

Bear and I continued in silence, but I was completely aware of him. He was taller than me, which was unusual and annoying because he seemed to loom over me like a bored, undeserving tree.

“Nice outfit,” he said.

I didn’t respond—I could tell he didn’t mean it as a compliment.

“Reminds me of someone,” he said, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see him taping his finger on his chin. “Wonder who.”

He was trying to make me feel foolish and I hated that. I sped up, taking long strides to catch up with Josh who was several feet ahead, still talking on his phone. Unfortunately, Bear matched my pace easily.

The quad was big and empty. I tried to imagine how the campus would be during the school year—students and teachers everywhere, instead of just a few high school interns. The soles of my sneakers squeaked along the pavement. They were new and I hadn’t thought to check them for sound quality. I walked faster, thinking I could wear them out, but they just got louder and squeakier.

“Is Spirited Away actually your favorite movie?” Bear asked.

I ignored him. It felt like a trap.

“The Miyazaki films are pretty great,” he said, as if I had answered. “People say that the dubbed versions are better, but I feel like you should be able to watch the movie and read the subtitles at the same time.”

I agreed with him, but I wasn’t going to say that.

“I could tell you all of BB Gun’s secrets,” Bear said.

I shot him a startled look.

“Gotcha,” he said.

I quickly glanced away.

“Sorry about that,” Josh said, putting his phone in his pocket.

“Work stuff?” I asked.

“Don’t tell her, Josh,” Bear said. “She looks like the type to go to the media.”

I wanted to punch him in the face.

As we approached the dining hall, I noticed a petite Asian woman with shiny hair out front. She waved.

“Ah, here’s Sloane,” Josh lifted a hand. “Hayley Saffitz,” he made the introductions. “This is Sloane Li.”

Her outfit was incredible. She wore a blue silk jacket over a pair of skinny black jeans, and her glasses were enormous black-and-gold frames that curved up at the ends. Her lips were bright red, and even though she was wearing gold platform sandals, she was still several inches shorter than me.

“Nice to meet you,” Sloane said, before giving Bear a knowing smile. “Bear.”

“Sloane,” he said, returning the grin.

She rolled her eyes, but not in an annoyed way. More out of fondness or familiarity, or both. I was a little disappointed she was being so nice to someone who clearly had no interest in being here. Even if his dad was her boss.
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