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Praise for In Her Spotlight

“This book is such a good time! A warm and rollicking romance that makes you feel like a Hollywood insider.”

—Rainbow Rowell, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Slow Dance

“In Her Spotlight is Amy Spalding at the top of her game. It’s laugh-out-loud funny and poked-bruise tender—and, of course, sexy as hell. This is the book you want to read right now.”

—Alexandra Romanoff, author of Big Fan

“Another stellar addition to the Amy Spalding Cinematic Universe! In Her Spotlight is a pitch-perfect second-chance romance, full of angst, depth, and hard-won growth.”

—Ava Wilder, author of Will They or Won’t They

“All hail the queen of the queer rom-com! In Her Spotlight is Amy Spalding’s best book yet—a vibrant, funny, sweepingly romantic tribute to the importance of living life unapologetically your way. You will fall in love with Tess and Rebecca.”

—Heather Cocks and Jessica Morgan, bestselling authors of The Royal We

“In Her Spotlight is the behind-the-scenes sapphic Hollywood novel of my dreams. Filled with sizzling chemistry, thoughtful explorations of identity, and the joys of theatre, this book is a must-read.”

—Camille Kellogg, author of Just As You Are and The Next Chapter

“Celebrities are people too! Amy Spalding has written a glorious, actually laugh-out-loud novel that explores the inside world of both theatre and film. A perfectly flawed, multi-layered heroine we can all relate to, even if we’re not famous. I couldn’t put it down until I found out how this story of advocating for yourself in life, love, and career ended, and it left me inspired to take a risk or two. Spalding has done it again: made us feel and feel seen at the same time.”

—Patti Murin, actress, singer, and audiobook narrator
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To all the theatre kids and all the Midwestern queers and especially where that Venn diagram overlaps—this one’s for you




Chapter 1

Princess Platinum and the Supposed Wunderkind

There was no getting around it. I wasn’t the kind of famous I’d set out to be.

Obviously I didn’t want to feel this way. I practiced gratefulness every morning, post-yoga, for god’s sake! When you thanked the universe for the breath you drew, the stars over your head, the good fortune that had found you, it didn’t seem appropriate for a small voice in the back of your head to whisper that it didn’t matter how much money you made, how many projects you booked, how many action figures had been crafted in your image—no one respected you as an actor.

But that was changing today. Or, more accurately, in five weeks, when Hometown preview performances began.

It really had to, because otherwise I was out of ideas.

My phone rang as I zipped down the 110 Freeway toward my destiny, as much as anyone zipped down the 110 at nine thirty in the morning. I glanced at the dash display, where my agent’s name popped up over the GPS, and decided to hit accept.

“Hi, Joyce,” I said, slipping into the next lane to speed past a sluggish SUV. “I assume that thirty minutes before my first rehearsal is finally too late for you to suggest again that I drop out to do some car chase movie, so what’s up?”

My agent burst into her trademark spiky no-bullshit laugh. “You know me too well, Tess. And it turns out that thirty minutes out may not be too late after all.”

I checked my side mirror before merging to make my way around a slow line of cars. Traffic in Los Angeles was as bad as everyone said, but I prided myself on getting around it as much as possible.

“There’s going to be a piece in The New York Times later this week about Geoffrey Gordan,” Joyce continued. “Given its … revelations, he’s stepped down from directing this production of Hometown. Supposedly. I believe Downtown Theatre Association asked for his resignation. Nonetheless, he’s out.”

“Wait,” I said, Joyce’s words coming faster than I could process them. “Geoffrey Gordan has revelations? Like … MeToo revelations?”

“Yes,” Joyce said, with a sigh. “No specifics yet, but that appears to be the situation.”

My breath was tight in my chest, and my skin pulsed hot like I’d been stung. Last year on a round of publicity in New York, I’d used my only night off to see the Geoffrey Gordan–directed revival of Our Town, a production that swelled with the play’s big ideas on mortality and community. Later, from my hotel room, still a bit weepy, I’d emailed my team with a message to be forwarded to the director. In it I asked if there was any chance I could read for his next show. I missed the stage, missed that relationship with the audience, missed how I felt standing backstage when places had been called and all the possibility in the world swirled around us.

In the light of the next morning I’d been embarrassed about my display of emotion to an email’s worth of industry executives, and I’d been sure their promises to make contact with Geoffrey Gordan had been emptier than my tear ducts during the curtain call of Our Town. A few months ago, though, the offer arrived: the lead in the world premiere of a new play, to be developed in LA, directed by Geoffrey Gordan.

I’d never said yes to anything so quickly in my life.

“I understand that Gordan’s involvement was the key draw for you,” Joyce said. “Your theatrical agent and I chatted, and this should allow you to back out.”

“Is the play canceled?” I asked.

“It isn’t, no,” Joyce said. “It sounds like there was too much money to be lost otherwise, so they’re bringing in some apparent wunderkind from New York to shore up the potential losses.”

I frowned. “Do you know who?”

“Despite that the team must have had these changes in the works for at least a few days, no. It would be perfectly acceptable if you—”

I merged again to leave everyone slower far behind me. “I’m not sure it sends a good message for me to leave after a sexual harasser steps down.”

“Hmmm,” Joyce said in lieu of agreeing with me.

“Joyce, I know you want me in that car-chase project with whatever Chris they’re hiring,” I said, “but I’m doing this for me. And then you can talk to me about at least one bad but expensive gig after the show closes, OK?”

“I never said bad,” Joyce said. “Only expensive.”

“Get me a movie where I get to drive the car,” I said, “instead of screaming from the passenger seat. I’ll be so much more amenable.”

Joyce chuckled. “Before I let you go, Erica wanted me to remind you about the LA Times photoshoot this morning, which is still happening—the theatre seems eager to put a happy spin on this mess. Your talking points should be in your inbox, and Erica will be on-site.”

“Sure, and, yes, the team was at my house this morning.” Hair, makeup, styling, all to guarantee I looked like Professional Actress Tess Gardner, whose shoulder-length blonde-ish waves were always tamed into evenness, whose small frame would look only more delicate in the cheerful pastels and neutrals to signify she was a regular girl in her late-early-thirties who might muscle up and fight bad guys on the big screen but was sweet and demure everywhere else, whose green eyes shimmered like she had a secret but certainly not one that would undo her entire life.

“But, again, if any part of you feels that—”

“I’m almost there,” I said. “Can I let you go?”

“Of course. But feel free to make the choices you need to make. If the new director isn’t up to your standards, there’s nothing wrong with reevaluating this opportunity.”

I said goodbye to Joyce and pressed the volume button on the steering wheel enough times that the car vibrated with the Taylor Swift track, leaving as little room as possible for my own thoughts.

The theatre complex wasn’t far off the freeway, but at twenty ’til ten, LA was still awash in rush-hour traffic. I prized myself on how well I could weave in and out of it, consistently shaving minutes off Waze’s ETA, but there was no escaping it altogether. When I filmed locally, even though the locations were far-flung—as far as Los Angeles geography was concerned, Playa Vista and Santa Clarita and Pomona—call times were usually so early that traffic wasn’t a concern. Days were so long that the worst of it was over by the time I was back on the road and on my way home.

Theatre, though, had me right in the thick of it, the kind of “normal” schedule I couldn’t remember working. Joyce and my theatrical agent had, of course, negotiated for everything they could get me, including car service, but I’d turned it down. Often the only stretches of time when I still felt like myself were the ones spent behind the wheel.

Now, even, with the Geoffrey Gordan news rattling through me, I still knew what I was capable of. There was no reason to abandon ship! If the theatre had brought in this supposed wunderkind, who was I to worry? Putting on a show was at its heart about doing a big impossible make-believe thing together.

I flashed my parking pass at the attendant as I pulled off of Grand Avenue into the Downtown Theatre Association’s parking garage and lifted my foot from the brake—only to slam it down again when the gate didn’t lift.

“I have to scan it,” the attendant said in a tone drenched with exhaustion.

“Sorry,” I said, handing it over and beaming at him. “It’s been so long since I’ve worked in the theatre. On sets they usually—”

“I apologize,” he said quickly, a look of recognition washing over his face. “Have a good morning, Ms. Gardner.”

BEEP. The gate lifted and the attendant averted his gaze as he handed my pass back to me.

“Thank you so much,” I said. “And have a great day!”

The truth was that I was actually a very friendly person. When you grew up an extrovert in the middle of nowhere, you learned to capitalize on encounters—any encounters—with other people. As a kid I chatted with the mailman, the cashiers at the gas station-slash-convenience store down the hill from our property, the distant neighbors whenever we crossed paths. Now, though, it wasn’t only about feeding my soul with tiny connections as often as I could. One cranky word to a drive-thru barista or limo driver or parking attendant, and that might be it. Just that fast, Tess Gardner was hardly America’s Girl Next Door, Tess Gardner was an ungrateful spoiled bitch.

I waved and pulled through to find the company parking section. Rehearsal was still over fifteen minutes away, and given LA’s propensity for lateness, I assumed I’d be the first one to arrive. But I slid in between a sensible Honda Accord and a sensible Subaru Crosstrek, both of which looked even more sensible once my bright green 911 Carrera was between them. I’d had a vague understanding of what a Porsche looked like to me before I owned one. Too showy? Almost obnoxious? But it had been fleeting. It was my dream car. It handled curves effortlessly, the engine ran as smooth as a cat’s purr, and the road thrummed underneath like the Porsche and I were one. I was not here to be Just A Regular Girl anyway. I was amongst my people—theatre people. It wasn’t time to tone down or be less myself. Today was about coming home.

DTA’s complex was home to three theatres: the Goodwin, an ornate opera house; the Rydell, a small and intimate stage that frequently developed new work; and the Jaffe, a theatre large enough for Broadway tours and productions of big, new shows. My time on the stage had been far removed from a world like this, and despite my current career I could hardly believe I’d be performing at a two-thousand-person-capacity theatre, eight shows a week, for six weeks.

I found my way into the Jaffe Theatre and smiled my way past security and into the lobby. A theatre employee glanced up from her station and smiled, and I beamed exactly like Professional Actress Tess Gardner would.

“Do you need any help finding the rehearsal space, Ms. Gardner?” she asked.

I smiled and shook my head. “My team sent directions, but thank you.”

“I’m sorry—I shouldn’t, but …?” She held up her phone, and I nodded and waited for her to join me and snap several selfies of the two of us. By the time she stepped away, thanking me, the seal was broken. More employees—including security—trickled over, and I took photo after photo, smiling as if I wasn’t thinking about the time I was expected to be at my first rehearsal.

Finally, the crowd ebbed, and I headed to the elevator that would take me up to the rehearsal space. The buzz of conversation was loud as I arrived, and I walked calmly toward it even though I was desperate to see if the new director had arrived and if it would be someone with anything close to Geoffrey Gordan’s résumé and if anyone had noticed I was two minutes late.

The rehearsal space was already set up for the table read, though no one was sitting. Small groups of people clustered throughout the room. Even though I couldn’t make out what anyone was saying, there was a sharpened urgency to the din of voices. Was everyone as shocked as I was about the allegations, or was it an open secret in this world? Was everyone wondering who’d replace him, or was I the last to know?

It had been nearly a decade and a half ago, the summer after college, the last time I’d been in a space like this—though to call the rehearsal room at Applewoods Summer Theatre a space like this was being incredibly generous. It was basically a modified cabin; the lighting was dim, and the air smelled consistently like cold cuts even though the mess hall was at the other end of the property. The air in the Jaffe’s rehearsal room was fresh in the way well-ventilated offices were. The chairs all matched one another, and the lighting—while fluorescent and not particularly flattering—had no resemblance to a haunted house. My film career had gently ascended, from the role in the sleeper hit comedy that I’d booked a month after moving to Los Angeles to the supporting role in the drama with more money behind it. By the time the audition for Princess Platinum arrived, it was easy to see that my path had led me exactly there. My theatrical path, though, Applewoods to the Jaffe without a stop in between? It boggled my mind.

I noticed Michael Madden, triple Tony Award winner, standing in a small circle of people, and I made a beeline. He’d already been cast in a leading role—as my character’s father—when I’d received the offer, and I couldn’t believe I’d be sharing the stage with theatre royalty.

I’d all but joined the circle, but no one had noticed, so I hovered just outside of the radius, waiting.

“It’s like the first day of school,” actor Henry Bowman said, as the others chuckled and agreed. Every movement from every person pulled straight from the stage, playing to the back row, broadcasting that the theatre was deep inside of them, while I stood and took up a very small amount of space.

“Oh,” Michael said, glancing at me. A few feet away from me, he was as commanding as he was onstage. His brown hair was flecked with silver in the way that society said worked for men, and his denim-button-down-with-jeans look crafted an air of Americana thespian, the nicer if less-authentic version of how my brothers back home dressed all the time. “Princess Platinum’s here.”

The others turned to look at me, and I smiled as if Michael Madden’s tone had been pleasant and as if he’d referred to me by name.

“Hi, good morning,” I said. “It’s so good to be here. I’m Tess. Michael, I’m such a huge fan, and I’m so excited—”

I cut myself off when I realized he was speaking softly to Henry, who laughed and avoided meeting my eyes, and that the circle hadn’t widened and I was still a point near but not on the radius, like some baffling geometry problem I couldn’t have solved back in high school and definitely not now.

“What have you heard about Gordan’s replacement?” asked a woman with short, no-nonsense, light brown hair I recognized as Kathleen Addams, who was playing my father’s new wife. I’d seen her a couple years ago in a new play at Manhattan Theatre Club that I’d liked, not loved, but her performance had riveted me. Riveted me and, of course, filled me with an intensive pulse of jealousy for the work I wished I’d been doing instead of more press for the streaming release of the second Vindicators movie. I could tell from her vowel sounds, flatter than the average person’s, that she was probably from somewhere smack-dab in the middle of the country like I was, and I was drawn to her the way I’d wanted my teachers to not only give me A-pluses but also to like me, to think I was a good person, even if I wasn’t.

I opened my mouth to say I’d only heard it was some wunderkind, but realized quickly enough not to embarrass myself that no one was talking to me and no one wanted my input. Plus, in any business, information was power, and at this very moment it felt like maybe that was all I had.

“If you ask me,” said Michael, though no one had, “the whole thing seems like a lot of bullshit.”

The thing about Hollywood was that things had gotten a little better, a few people had taken a few steps back, but many things hadn’t changed at all. Most of the men who’d taken steps back had simply stepped forward again. Theatre, though, I’d assumed, would be different. More civilized.

“Who do you think this so-called wunderkind is?” asked Henry, who was playing my brother. He was over a decade older than me, but read younger onstage and onscreen. His hair was a little darker than mine, but there was something about his build and his posture that was familiar; us as onstage siblings made sense.

The remaining member of the cast, Ashlee Romero, shrugged lightly, the kind of small movement you could later claim hadn’t been intentional. She was the youngest member of the cast, playing my character’s brother’s vaguely inappropriately younger girlfriend, blonde and pretty but, unlike me, had a packed résumé of stage experience.

“Who said anything about a wunderkind?” asked Kathleen.

“That’s the rumor,” I added, potentially unhelpfully. I was good as an observer, saying enough to blend in and to indicate I knew my role in any given scenario. I was great at being the center of attention, firing off publicity-approved anecdotes and making everyone feel entertained. Cast aside to the margins of a conversation, however, was not the role I knew how to play.

“Fantastic.” Kathleen said it like a curse word, and I bit the inside of my cheek to show restraint. “I love it when young men with little life experience get incredible opportunities.”

“Someone young,” Michael mused. “Maybe Ken Argyle. Everyone loved his Doll’s House last season.”

Kathleen all but snorted. I tried to get myself more in her sightline without moving, without signaling to anyone else that I was doing it. I wanted to shoot back a gesture, a can you believe the way they still let men tell stories about women like we should be grateful? But Kathleen didn’t look my way; my gesture didn’t stand a chance.

“What about you?” Michael asked, and once he was looking directly at me, everyone else was too.

“All I heard was the wunderkind thing too,” I said, casually, even though nothing felt comfortable about the sudden shift in everyone’s focus, four sets of experienced stage eyes on me.

“No,” Michael said, a mocking blur at the edge of the word. “Have you ever done theatre before?”

“Oh, yeah, of course,” I said. “I’m actually trained for the stage. Juilliard. And—I know it’s barely professional, but Applewoods—the summer stock theatre in Ohio—was my first paid acting gig.”

“I did Applewoods too,” Kathleen said, smiling at me. “That’s where I met my ex-husband, actually. Hard not to fall in love with your Romeo.”

“I would have loved seeing you as Juliet,” I said, though I wondered if I was too effusive. Too effusive was the most honest part of my brand, though!

“Oh, no, I was the Nurse,” Kathleen said with a cackle. “You know there’s always one girl they give all the old person roles to.”

I did know, though it hadn’t been me.

“Professional theatre,” Michael said.

“It was all very professional,” Kathleen said, “if you know what I mean.”

I did know what she meant, even if I’d devoted a lot of energy to forgetting about the fact that I’d once fallen in love at Applewoods, too.

Michael crossed his arms over his chest, a move so we’d know he’d given up but not due to defeat. His focus shifted, and the rest of us turned like a Greek chorus, as a group passed through the doorway.

It was no entitled man. A shimmer of glossy dark hair and a flash off a pair of glasses caught light between two people—DTA’s artistic director, Neil Bryant, and Hometown’s playwright, Stephanie Hoff—as a Tony-nominated and Obie-winning director whose Arcadia revival had garnered a slew of critical raves and whose wardrobe had merited two separate pieces on The Cut strode in.

Though the most significant thing to me about Rebecca Frisch was that about a dozen years ago we’d fallen in love, and then I’d wholly broken her heart.




Chapter 2

Salad Shame

Every person in the room crowded into a loose semicircle around Neil, Stephanie, and Rebecca while I stayed where I was. A vague whisper reached my ears: Can a woman even be a wunderkind? I gauged the least conspicuous spot in the crowd and wondered if one could make it through an entire rehearsal process without ever interacting with the director. Seemed unlikely.

A hand lightly touched my arm, and even though Rebecca was still several feet away shaking hands and introducing herself, I jumped as if it was her hand on me.

“Jesus, Tess,” hissed my publicist, Erica, dressed in her usual black dress and four-inch heels, ninja-like if ninjas had strawberry-blonde ponytails, appearing seemingly out of nowhere. “Everything good here?”

“Of course,” I said quickly, politely, in-no-way-was-my-ex-girlfriend-standing-a-few-feet-from-me-ly. Erica was right to wonder, though; I was used to being guided gently via light touches to my elbow. Publicists were like well-dressed herding dogs. Herding dogs who bit, though.

“The social media team and the LA Times need a few group photos,” Erica said, leading me away from the gathering cluster of people into the hallway.

A photographer stood, camera-ready, next to a very young person with aqua hair who was wielding two iPhones.

“Hi, Tess,” the person said. “I’m Verne, they/them pronouns, director of social media for DTA.”

Erica stepped in front of me as if to protect me from a bullet, and not just a Gen Z individual addressing me directly instead of looking only to her.

I leaned around Erica and held up my hand in a wave that I hoped looked casual and friendly and not as if my publicist was literally trying to block access to me. Erica wished she was Tree Paine but I was the wrong kind of famous (i.e., quite but still not anywhere enough) for that kind of control. “It’s nice to meet you, Verne.”

They nodded and glanced back down at one of their phones. “I’m going to record a lot of content today to release throughout the rehearsal period and into the run. We encourage you to share with your followers across platforms. Box office and donations really benefit from cast participation.”

“We can discuss Tess’s social media presence,” Erica said, but I waved her off and stepped around her.

“Sure, just let me know what you need, though keep Erica looped in on everything so she can keep my social team updated, too.”

Erica sighed audibly as she guided me into place for the LA Times photos.

“I thought you said it was a group shot,” I whispered, as I saw the rest of the group assembling farther down the hallway. Did that include Rebecca? Was it better or worse if it did? Could I look neutral near Rebecca? Was it possible to blow up a career’s worth of hiding who I was in one press photoshoot?

“Eventually,” Erica said. “Solo shots of you first. You’re the only one anyone cares about. Look theatrical! I’m kidding. Who the hell cares.”

My team had made no secret of their thoughts about me taking this job. Six weeks for rehearsal and previews, six weeks of performances, nearly three months in which I wasn’t shooting something that would make us all a lot of money. Why do theatre for practically free when I could be screaming from the back seat of a car driven by one of the Chrises in front of a green screen? Why play a role that figuratively no one would see when I could be stepping into my platinum bodysuit and speaking up as one of the voices pressuring Pantheon Studios into expanding Vindicators from a trilogy to a quadrilogy?

After I posed for a few minutes’ worth of photos, Verne led over members of the creative team for the next shots. I shifted with the arrivals, even as Erica commanded with a look to stay right in the center. Right in the center? Where Rebecca would see me and potentially be unknowingly-cruelly forced to throw her arm around my shoulders in a show of theatrical camaraderie? No thank you, Erica!

I was certain I’d sense Rebecca’s presence, so it was with more than a mild jolt to realize she had already lined up, a few people down the line from me. It had gone unnoticed because she didn’t move the same way, didn’t pass through life the way she had a dozen-ish years ago. Despite the attention I’d paid to the brief New York Times Magazine profile, sartorial features on The Cut, her face onscreen split-seconds before she lost last season’s Tony, the occasional light stalking of her Instagram grid, I hadn’t been prepared for that.

The photographer and Verne snapped a few minutes’ worth of shots. I prided myself on being good at the entirety of my job. Sure, there was acting, which I knew I excelled at. But there was also this, giving face in a fluorescent-lit hallway at 10:00 a.m. on a Monday morning. Playing nice with social media teams. Smiling like the girl who was best friends with everyone while standing next to men who were figuratively Michael Madden, and who were literally Michael Madden.

Throw Rebecca Frisch into the mix, though, and those skills felt tenuous at best. Every subtle shift of my body for the camera gave a flash of Rebecca in my peripheral vision, every flash felt like the world had been blotted out except for her, every moment pulsed with the danger of a truth revealing itself.

“OK, everyone,” Rebecca said, as the camera’s clicks slowed. Even though she’d used the word everyone it felt like she was speaking directly to me. “Let’s get to work.”

The hallway full of people burst into enthusiastic applause, and I joined in while deciding whether or not to attempt eye contact. When had I ever felt like this? I’d never set out to be someone who could easily command any room, but I’d discovered early on that I could. Yet here I was, about twenty-seven minutes into my time at the Downtown Theatre Association, and I’d never felt so inept in my life.

Rebecca, though, glanced my way as she walked by. As my heartbeat shook throughout me while I tried to figure out what to do, she held up her hand in a casual wave. “Hey.”

It didn’t matter that I hadn’t figured out what to do, because Rebecca kept walking purposefully as if my response didn’t matter. As if I didn’t matter.

The entire group filed into the rehearsal room, and I reminded myself that it was fine that Rebecca Frisch thought nothing of me. I didn’t deserve more than nothing! And we were getting to work, the very work I was here for. Despite that Geoffrey Gordan wasn’t here and my ex-girlfriend was, the rush I’d felt when I was young washed over me as I sat down at the table with my script. This room full of people was about to make something that had never existed before and that would disappear into the ether when it was over. That was nothing short of magical.

Also, luckily, Rebecca was a few seats to my right, and it would have been nearly impossible to make accidental eye contact with her. For the moment, I was safe again.

Neil Bryant, front and center by the cluster of chairs facing our table, stayed standing as the rest of the room took their seats. For years, DTA had been run by a series of middle-aged white man after middle-aged white man, and I’d been ecstatic to read the press announcement a couple of years ago that the organization had selected a Black man who wasn’t much older than I was for the role. I wanted to prove something to him, that I could be part of the new era he was ushering in and not just a name to boost ticket sales.

“It probably goes without saying that this is a different speech than I’d planned to give a couple days ago,” Neil said with a mild chuckle. “But I’m honestly thrilled to be giving this one instead. I’ve been a huge fan of Rebecca’s since I saw her production at the Bushwick Starr—”

“Oh, god,” Rebecca said with a laugh as if Neil had held up a photo of her as an awkward tween. “You’re the only one, Neil.”

I tried to make sense of it, of her. The Rebecca I knew hadn’t raised her voice in rooms unless a script demanded it of her. Of course I’d watched her rise from afar and known that she couldn’t still be the girl who sat quietly at my side while I’d commandeered all the attention in the room. Witnessing her, though, I could barely comprehend the shift. Her confident posture never appeared offstage then. The way her voice filled the room. Not even the clothes—though of course the clothes—it was the way she wore them with all the certainty in the world. Thank god my view was blocked by Kathleen and Stephanie; seeing her as she spoke would have been too much.

“Yep, just me and a bunch of rhapsodic critics, that’s exactly how it went,” Neil said, still grinning. “On behalf of the entire team at DTA, I’m thrilled to welcome Rebecca Frisch to direct the world premiere of Stephanie Hoff’s beautiful play Hometown, starring this incredible cast.”

Neil raised a water bottle as if it was a glass of champagne. “I can’t wait to see this show come together. Here’s to new productions, and of course to our new director.”

Everyone else hoisted their water bottles in the air as well.

“I don’t have a water,” I said softly. “Is there a PA who’s bringing them I could flag down?”

“There’s no PA,” Michael said, even though I’d all but forgotten he was sitting on my other side. “A PA, wow.”

“Sorry,” I said lightly in my nicest tone. “It’s been a while and—”

“There’s a water cooler right there,” he said with a nod to the side of the room. “Though you will have to bring your own container and walk it over there yourself.”

I knew that Michael didn’t want to hear from me what it was like on set, at least on set for Vindicators. Considering the budget and the intricacy of the sets and special effects, I was in no way just allowed to walk myself from my trailer to the water cooler with my bottle. Between the studio’s legal department and the various unions involved, that water had to be fetched for me. The first time it had happened, I’d of course felt like an entitled bitch, but that had been over five years ago. Like anything, you got used to it.

Neil’s toast had wrapped up while I was getting educated on water, which meant there was no warning. Suddenly, Rebecca was speaking.

“—so honored to receive an introduction like that from Neil Bryant,” she said in that warm and comfortable tone. Once upon a time I’d only heard it when we were alone together. “I know this room must be full of fellow Neil fans, which is only one of the reasons I’m beyond thrilled to be here. Stepping in to helm a production like this one is an honor, and I want to thank everyone at Downtown Theatre Association for placing your trust in me. Cast and creative team, I know you aren’t a team I constructed myself, but I’m eager to dig in and build something together.”

Everyone in the room had their focus set on Rebecca, so I decided that it was finally safe to do the same. If I shifted in my seat just a little, I could watch as she addressed us. Her thick shoulder-length brown hair was tucked practically, almost carelessly, behind her ears, and simple gold earrings glinted under the fluorescent lights. Her pale green tortoiseshell square-framed glasses said both fashion and boss in one economical go.

Rebecca’s attention moved as the creative team began their presentations. The rest of the cast oohed and aahed over the scale model of the set, but my gaze felt stuck and that was how I ended up staring hard at my ex-girlfriend with a few dozen people and members of the press in full view—people who likely knew that Professional Actress Tess Gardner had only publicly dated men.

I—someone who knew exactly what to do with her face to convey specific emotions—frantically racked my brain for the appropriate expression to show … well, therein lay the problem! What emotion should I perform for Rebecca? Was it too late for apology, too self-indulgent for guilt, too inappropriate for a private smile reminding her that once upon a time she’d loved me very much?

Rebecca, though, wasn’t really looking. She turned her focus again, her gaze skimming over me. Rebecca deemed me unworthy of her attention. And considering what I’d done, how could I blame her?

Once the costume designer had displayed her sketches and the lighting designer presented his designs, the presentational portion seemed to be over. I glanced down at my script, simultaneously ready to begin this process and also wondering if I should text my team to get me out of this ASAP, but a man wearing a gray suit that looked far more New York than Los Angeles stood and walked to the front of the room.

“Hi, everyone. For the few of you who don’t know me, I’m Patrick Russell Miles, one of the producers. I’ve been so psyched about this production ever since I got a look at Stephanie’s fantastic script. What a thrill to be here with Neil and team. Look, you may have heard, we were absolutely eyeing some potential dates for a Broadway transfer, but let’s not worry about that now. Our goal is to make this production the best possible, considering all these recent changes.”

He gestured to Stephanie, Neil, and Rebecca as if he was a game show host announcing the prize was a brand-new car. “Let me tell you, it feels great to be presenting this play by a female writer in a production directed by a female director at a theatre that truly honors diversity.”

I couldn’t believe he’d have the nerve to brag about the diversity a queer female director brought to the show when she was only here as a last-minute replacement for a straight white cis man now accused of sexual improprieties. Actually, no, of course I could. Straight white cis men did things like that all the time.

“And look at this cast! Led by Princess Platinum herself!”

I was adept at keeping my expression more pleasant than any scenario called for, but if the rest of the cast didn’t think I belonged here—which felt fair to assume, given context clues—this was hardly helping matters.

Fortunately, Patrick Russell Miles’s speech wrapped up quickly, and much of the crowd headed out, leaving a smaller group behind for the table read. I did my best to act casual about this, though most of me was internally screaming that I couldn’t just begin reading a script while Rebecca Frisch sat there. And, incomprehensibly, a little part of me was internally screaming because I enjoyed table reads so much and the work was truly beginning. I’d always loved this part, hearing everyone in their roles for the first time, slipping into a character and feeling out my new edges. In film we so rarely got this opportunity; budgets and schedules didn’t often allow for rehearsals, much less table reads with the whole cast present. I also missed the size of theatre, acting with your whole body, your whole voice, not the micro-expressions that made more sense onscreen. A table read like this was a gift.

Even if no one liked me, and my ex-girlfriend was sitting mere feet away. And my entire self was reduced to one big internal scream.

“I can’t believe they’re all right outside this door.” As I read my short opening monologue, I felt that they were right outside my door too—like Casey, my character who’d called her family to her after years apart. In this rehearsal space, I reminded myself that I wasn’t Princess Platinum. I wasn’t the anti-hero who’d broken anyone’s heart. I wasn’t even myself right now.

Michael cleared his throat, delivered his line, stayed leaned back in his chair next to me like this was a low-key affair. When Henry spoke, he matched Michael’s vibe, and even though Casey-slash-I didn’t speak again for another couple of script pages, somehow my performance grew worse and worse the more the other actors spoke and my overemotive lines hung there in the air between us. Rebecca scribbled constantly onto her script, which may have been standard but also might portend terrible possibilities. By my next line, I’d overthought it—and, of course, underhydrated—and rasped out a weak and dry reading, Rebecca scribbling the whole time.

By the time we reached the last page, I couldn’t say that I felt good but I was fairly certain I hadn’t made a complete fool of myself. Still, it wasn’t the kind of performance that would have gotten me the role in the first place, and I knew it. With the other actors, there was this ineffable spark from within. Anyone could see how special they were, how carefully selected they’d been for those roles.

For myself, though, there was nothing.

“Thanks so much, everyone,” Rebecca said, after the requisite overenthusiastic applause. “I’m excited to dive back into it, but for now, let’s break for lunch. We’ll meet back in an hour to chat and go through it again.”

Retrospectively humiliatingly, I’d assumed the theatre would have craft services, so I watched as groups clumped off to grab food. Rebecca, Neil, and Stephanie breezed out of the room together without a look back in my direction.

A prickle of fear rumbled in my gut, that I didn’t deserve to be here, that I wasn’t a real actor anymore. I’d forgotten how to do this—maybe I’d never known how to do this? I’d gotten so used to walking onto a set and knowing how it would go. Was it possible that Pantheon movies were the only thing I was good at now?

The younger me had loved the stage so much that I hadn’t stopped to consider the reality of this, hadn’t given it a moment’s thought to wonder if that person was even still me. The Hometown opportunity arrived as an offer, not an audition, and there was no way I’d ever know if I would have gotten cast otherwise.

And all of that would still have been true even if Rebecca wasn’t here. But she was here, and considering both our past and my performance, I did wonder if an actor could get fired from a read-through. Maybe, despite the crushing humiliation, it would even be best?

“It’s lunchtime, if you didn’t hear.”

I looked up to see Verne frowning in my direction, two phones still deployed. Were they filming this? Tess Gardner: alone, dehydrated, hungry.

“I hadn’t planned a lunch,” I said with a wave of my hand. “You aren’t using this for content, are you?”

“This would be terrible content, Tess,” they said. “The stand in the courtyard is pretty mid, but I’ve made worse food decisions.”

“Thanks,” I said, instead of explaining I was wearing my Professional Actress Tess Gardner costume today, which made doing things like casually walking outside to a food stand potentially tricky. It wasn’t a relatable problem and made me sound about a thousand percent more conceited than I wanted to. Or was, of course, I hoped. God. One morning of awkwardness and I had no idea who I was anymore. It wasn’t polite or privilege-acknowledging to complain that my life experience of prom queen coronations and People’s Choice Awards and playing Princess Platinum hadn’t prepared me for a morning such as this one, but, wow, it really had not.

Verne, I realized, was still regarding me as a project they had to solve, so I raised an eyebrow and tried to look as adorably relatable as possible.

“This is going to sound ridiculous, but if I go outside looking like myself and not a generic Eastside aging millennial hipster—that’s my off-the-clock vibe—it could turn into a whole thing. I’ll be fine until dinner, don’t worry. Go manage your Instagram Reels or whatever more important duties you have.”

“Manage my Instagram Reels?” Verne sighed like only a young person could in the path of a woman hurtling toward middle age. “I’m getting you a salad. It’s the best thing on the menu. Sound good?”

I nodded and placed my hands over my heart to show gratitude, which certainly wasn’t helping my case with a far younger and cooler person.

The cast trailed back in, along with Kevin the stage manager. Conversation swirled around me, so I tried to look open and friendly and in no way like some entitled villainous bitch while also checking my texts as well as the recipes I’d bookmarked for dinner later. Since no one seemed to want to include me, I focused on the instructions for searing salmon.

“Here you go.” Verne deposited a to-go container and a pamplemousse seltzer on the table in front of me. “You didn’t say what beverage you wanted but LaCroix seemed like a safe bet.”

“It’s perfect,” I said, feeling strangely seen. “Thank you so much.”

“Wait,” Michael said, turning away from Henry as I popped open the salad container and poured in the vinaigrette. “Did you ask the social media director to run an errand for you? Wow.”

“No, I—Verne offered and—”

I froze when Rebecca walked into the room. Of course I’d pictured this moment where we made eye contact and really saw each other again. I’d pictured it when I was new to Los Angeles, Rebecca flying in unexpectedly to find and surprise me. I’d pictured it the next time I went to New York, running into her in Midtown. I’d pictured her rolling a carry-on behind her, surprised to see we were seated next to each other on a long international flight.

Rebecca looked like the moments my brain had concocted, or at least the more recent ones. There was a reason her style had been covered as if she was someone more famous than a theatre director. The specifics weren’t the point, of course, but still, the specifics were good. Today she was wearing a breathtakingly tailored berry-colored blazer over a vintage T-shirt on top of wide-leg black pants that at nearly six-foot she was tall enough to pull off. My stylist forbade me from sneakers for anything but the occasional pap-walk photo, but Rebecca’s look was finished off with a pair of Nikes and there was no denying it was a perfect finishing touch.

Despite all that concocting, in absolutely none of my fantasies had Rebecca and I looked directly at one another while I was being shamed for salad solicitation with my mouth still wide open.

“Unbelievable,” Michael muttered, and even though I considered myself very well-behaved, I did briefly entertain the fantasy of how his hair would look doused in apple cider vinaigrette.

“Please, no one stop because I walked back in the room,” Rebecca said, and I could feel it was addressed to the whole group and not me specifically. Still, I refocused on my meal and my plans for the evening and tried not to think about how I’d had a chance to get out of this as recently as this morning and maybe I should have taken it.




Chapter 3

Wig Sympathy

We read through the play again after lunch. The room was filled with even fewer people now, only the cast, Rebecca, playwright Stephanie, stage manager Kevin, dramaturg Hannah, the assistant stage manager, and a few other team members. Knowing this would be our core group settled something within me. I loved this work, after all. I’d find my way into the character. Didn’t I always? I could set aside the fact that the cast didn’t want me here, that the person who’d hand-picked me was gone, and that my ex-girlfriend looked at me like I was a stranger.

Still, when Rebecca dismissed us early for the day, a wave of relief washed over me. Being home sounded better than being here. Easier, at least. I took my time getting my things together and let myself fall behind the rest of the cast. Would Rebecca say something if I were the last one here?

Would I?

Kevin turned back from a conversation with Michael on his way out and walked toward me. He was an Asian guy, probably in his late twenties, with floppy hair that fell into his face like a 1990s dreamboat, and clearly the kind of gym routine I only maintained when I was gearing up for a Vindicators movie. “Hi, Ms. Gardner—”

“Tess,” I said quickly, brightly, sweetly.

“Sure, Tess,” he said, matching my tone. I was ninety percent sure it was earnest and not mocking. “I wanted to give you an update about our schedule tomorrow. We’ll get started again at ten for another table read—Rebecca likes to stay around the table for as long as possible—”

How could I understand that a dozen years had passed, that her life had gone on in the meantime, and still feel floored by the idea of Kevin knowing things about Rebecca that I didn’t?

“—but after lunch she’d like to meet with you for a half hour or so. Then you should have a little chunk of free time—and then we’ll end the day with another read. Sound good?”

I nodded because it was the right way to answer, no matter how not good it sounded. I reminded myself I’d wanted this world where people spoke directly to me and not through my people. But also this would have never happened on a set! No one would have been able to see what my face looked like while agreeing to meet with Rebecca Frisch. In fact, if I really didn’t want a one-on-one, Joyce would have gotten me out of it.

I should have been relieved to be treated like an adult who could handle her own appointments—and her own water and her own lunch—but the more exhausted side of me missed being taken care of. And the other sides of me hated that! I wasn’t a precious royal baby who required everything fetched for her, and it was hard to think of something grosser than wishing I was treated like one here.

Still, there were hardly any clichés about it feeling bad to be treated like royalty.

Verne filmed us on our way out, getting everyone to say something about our first day. With the LA Times long gone, Erica was long gone as well, and so no one was murmuring approved statements in my ear as my turn in front of the deftly wielded two-phone situation approached. I often dreamed about being less managed, until I was required to say something interesting and intelligent and relatable. Not even to get into the fact that the rest of the cast thought I was an entitled miscast bitch, and that maybe I was.

“I love being back in the theatre,” I said, though, to Verne’s phones. It wasn’t a lie. “It feels like coming home.”

I texted Andy on my way to the parking garage. I’m getting out now. Can I bribe you to come by early?

I didn’t wait for his response—my brother was rarely a quick texter—so I tapped back to my chain with my best friend, Aisha. I’m already heading home, so stop by whenever.

Michael seemed to be holding court in the parking garage, and I did my best to look neutral instead of emotionally drained as I walked to my car.

“… yeah, absolutely,” he said, with a nod to Henry. “I’ve spent enough time in LA to know. You see a car like that on the freeway, you know it’s the worst kind of asshole driver.”

“Have a good night, everyone,” I said, absolutely nailing the fine line between beautifully professional and drenched in passive-aggression, as I unlocked the Porsche. Henry, for his part, had the decency to look embarrassed, but Michael only chuckled and said something under his breath.

I wanted to floor it home, but LA traffic intervened again and instead I patiently slogged up the freeway to where my favorite people and my dog would be awaiting me—or at least on their way. Taylor Swift was still on my stereo, the patron saint of privileged women who still had a lot of petty protesting to get out of their systems, and I sang along to every single word.

Andy’s truck was in front of mine when I reached my home, pulling through the gate as I zipped behind him and pretended to honk aggressively.

“What the fuck,” he shouted out the window.

“I’m doing a bit where I pretend to be an impatient driver blasting my horn at you,” I called back. I was only a year younger than Andy but my younger pesky sister mode reactivated often.

“From here it seems like you’re literally an impatient driver blasting your horn at me,” he said and rolled up his window as he pulled through with me on his tail, and we took our regular spots in my garage. Andy was such a constant presence in my daily life—since the day about a dozen years ago when we packed our belongings into my Ford Focus and his banged-up F-150 and drove out west on I-40—that the third space in the garage was reserved for him. I wished I saw my two oldest brothers as often—or at least more than once or twice during a good year—and hated that I didn’t know my nieces and nephew better, but it was hard to feel too lacking for family when I had Andy so close.

Andy popped open his door, and my dog, Rosie, all but flew to my side. Her snuffly pug breathing echoed through the garage, and I found it very hard to hold on to the day’s list of complaints when this weird little creature greeted me with this level of goblin enthusiasm after only several hours apart.

“Oh my god, did you have a good day?” I asked her.

“She came to work with me for a while.” Andy walked over to me, honestly looking a lot like Henry cast in the role of my brother, light brown hair like mine if I didn’t pay a team to keep it a particular shade of blonde, stubble that made him look casual but not unkempt, and his usual outfit of jeans and boots and a plaid shirt. When we’d moved out here, Andy’s goal had been to start a West Coast branch of our older brothers’ landscape business back home. (“Good weather all year round, more profit,” he’d said, which had been naïve but had also turned out to be true.) By now Gardner Lawns LA had expanded, with a whole team making drought-friendly southland lawns look better, and a small office where Andy mostly worked these days, not far from his house less than a mile south of me. “Barked at the mail guy and an Amazon guy.”

“Good work, baby,” I said, rubbing her fuzzy head. “Girls aren’t taught to be assertive enough.”

“Feel like that hasn’t been an issue in this house,” Andy said, which made me laugh as the three of us headed inside. I bought the house after booking the first Vindicators; up until then my success had seemed potentially like a trick of the light. Early on I’d snagged a little cottage in Franklin Hills, only a couple miles down the hill, and it would have been good enough for me to stay in forever if things had worked out that way. But then Andy had a job in the neighborhood the same week I’d signed the contract, saw the realtor sign out front, and texted me the listing. If I was getting paid what you’re probably getting paid now, I’d at least go look at this place. When I’d walked in for the first time and saw the way the sun lit up the huge front room, I’d all but made an offer on the spot.

Aisha arrived while I was pulling out ingredients to continue prepping for dinner—Mom taught me that a good dinner’s prep started the night or morning before—and Rosie darted over to greet her as Andy let her in.

“It’s offensive,” Andy said, walking back to his spot in my kitchen nook. “I spend all day with her, ply her with all those organic treats that cost more than anything I eat, and she still likes Aisha more.”

“I’m more likeable,” Aisha said in an innocent tone, and I cracked up.

“How was the new afterschool session today?” I asked as I added the marinade to the salmon fillet I’d picked up the day before at McCall’s.

Aisha and I had started out in the industry at the same time, playing friends in the road-trip movie All Green Lights. For me it had been a launching pad; for Aisha it had taught her that she actually didn’t love being a part of Hollywood. She only shot a few more things before finishing her teaching degree and founding a nonprofit arts camp and education center.

“It was fine,” Aisha said, plopping on the floor next to Rosie. Aisha’s brown hair was loose, glimmering with highlights in the fading evening sun, and she was wearing a patterned orange tiered maxi dress that popped beautifully against her medium-brown skin. That was just how she looked all of the time, because in our friendship one of us knew how to get dressed in the morning and the other was lucky she had a stylist for the times it mattered. “Fall’s so much quieter than our summer sessions and camps, and it always takes me a minute to get used to that. But the kids are great. They always are.”

“Because you create a warm and nurturing environment where they feel supported and capable of great things,” I said.

Aisha rolled her eyes, but she shot me a grin. “Yeah, yeah.”

“Are you staying for dinner?” Andy asked Aisha.

“No, I came by to say hi to Rosie and then immediately leave,” she said. “Obviously I’m staying for dinner. Is that a problem?”

Andy held up his arms like he was surrendering to the police. “Just don’t know why Tess can never say she’s inviting people over instead of letting us randomly show up and find out.”

“It feels so special that I’m home for such a long stretch and I get to make dinners and see you both more,” I said. “Sorry I planned it weirdly. Honestly I’m a little—you know I don’t like having a personal assistant and I do it as rarely as possible, but I’m not always the best at lining up my own life. Which, I know. Aloud it’s ridiculous.”

I turned to preheat the custom Miele oven I’d had installed before I’d even moved in all the way. By necessity my life was fairly cordoned off into discrete corners, but if I were a normal person with a normal life, I’d let everything overlap. “Plus you know I love bringing people together when I can. It’s the most Scorpio thing about me.”

“God, this conversation again,” Andy grumbled.

“That is such a Capricorn reaction,” I said, which made Aisha cackle. “So you two will be honest with me if I ask you something, right? Is my car an asshole’s car?”

“The Porsche?” Aisha asked, as Andy said, “A hundred percent.”

“Wait, you both think that?”

“Don’t you remember when you got it?” Andy asked. “Pretty sure I said something like, Wow, this car, really?”

“I thought you meant it more like, Wow, this car, really!” I trimmed a sheet of parchment to fit my favorite baking pan. “It’s literally my dream car.”

“Yeah, we’re aware,” Aisha said, though nicely, as she scratched Rosie’s head between her little ears. “That’s why I’ve never said anything. But would I talk behind your back if you weren’t my best friend?”

“Hmmm,” I said, though it came out a bit more emotionally than I’d intended, and Aisha and Andy both looked at me with the raised eyebrows of concerned loved ones.

“Oh, hey, I can’t believe I didn’t ask yet!” Aisha beamed at me. “How was your first day of rehearsal?”

“It was …” I searched for the word that fit the big blank in that sentence, and got out my mandoline so the summer squash would be julienned as beautifully as possible. My mother had believed in perfection where meals were concerned, and I felt the memory of her in everything I did in the kitchen, in not wanting to let her down.

“Everything OK there?” Aisha asked, her eyebrows back to their previous concerned setting. Andy’s hadn’t really left.

One of my very favorite things about both of my very favorite people was that my fame and success hadn’t altered how they treated me. The world could have seen Tess Gardner as the girl who just kept winning; meanwhile Aisha and Andy would be squinting concernedly in my direction if I deserved it. Still, occasionally it would have been nice to get away with putting on a performance and leaving it at that.

“This isn’t public knowledge yet,” I said, “but a MeToo-type story is breaking soon on Geoffrey Gordan.”

Aisha’s eyes widened. “Wow. That’s extremely shitty news.”

“I’ve been in the business way too long to think the creeps have been weeded out, but—I don’t know. I hate that he’s one of them. He hand-picked me.” I focused on sliding squash back and forth carefully so that I didn’t slice off my fingertips. “Which I suppose there’s an implication there. No one was offering me hand-picked original roles for the stage. Was he just hoping—”

“No,” Aisha said, rising to her feet. “Tess, the play’s a big deal. Don’t let him take that away from you. Though—what’s happening now? I’m assuming he’s out.”

“He’s out,” I said, careful with my words as with the surgically sharp blade. “They replaced him last-minute with Rebecca Frisch.”

Saying her name aloud felt like confessing a secret to the entire world.

“I know Geoffrey Gordan’s a big deal,” Aisha said, walking to the refrigerator, “but this feels like a good change. I’ve heard great things about Rebecca Frisch.”

“Mmmm,” I said, noncommittally.

“What’s with you?” Aisha opened the fridge and took out a bottle of grenache blanc. “Can we open this? Anyway, you’ve been talking about this for months and now—”

“And now it’s different,” I said. “And, yes, open it. Pour me a glass too, please.”

“Andy, open this.” Aisha walked the bottle over to him, and he sighed dramatically before pulling a multitool out of his pocket.

“Look, don’t take this the wrong way,” Andy said, pulling out the cork and handing the bottle back to Aisha, who pretended to swoon, “and I know you’re on this whole thing to change your image, but does it have to be a play? This shit makes you miserable.”

“What are you talking about—ow.” On the very last piece of squash I’d gotten too cocky, too careless, and nicked myself on the sharp blade of the mandoline.

“I got it.” Andy fast-walked out of the room, only to return mere moments later with hydrogen peroxide and a bandage. “I got you that metal glove for Christmas.”

“I always think I’m better than the metal glove,” I said, letting him handle it like we were still kids and his one year on me made him miles more mature and capable. “Don’t be a jerk about this, OK? I know you don’t care about theatre, but it’s important to me. Nothing’s ever felt like home the way it has. Making another indie film no one sees isn’t going to give me that.”

“People saw The Only One,” Aisha said gently.

“Not the Academy.”

“Here’s what I don’t get,” Andy said. “You can tell us this whole story, but you already did the theatre thing, and you hated it.”

“What?” I asked, genuinely confused. “What are you talking about? And why didn’t you say something before?”

“You know I try not to shit on your dreams,” he said. “Or your dream cars.”

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically, or at least as sarcastically as I got, which was barely.

“Look, I know it was a long time ago, but when you got back from that theatre thing in Ohio,” he said, and my nerve endings stood at attention, like the slightest breeze would make me scream, “you were miserable.”

Aisha raised her eyebrows, less concern and more spill the tea.

“Maybe I should tell you something,” I said, considering it as it came out of my mouth, which was absolutely the wrong time, because now the cat was out of the bag, the horses were loose from the stable, the train had already left the station.

“What do you want to tell us?” Aisha asked in the firm-but-gentle tone I was sure she used with all of her campers and students.

“Rebecca was there too,” I said. “She was an actor then.”

“Ooooh,” Aisha said. “Were you two enemies?”

Andy shot Aisha a look. “Enemies? What is this, Bravo?”

“You reference Bravo a lot for a man who claims he doesn’t have a favorite Housewives franchise,” Aisha snapped. “Whatever. Rivals, then.”

“No.” I focused on laying squash slices into the baking dish in even shingled rows so that I didn’t have to think too much about what I was going to say. “We were the opposite of enemies.”

“What do you mean?” Aisha asked, and the edge was gone from her voice. It was one reason I loved her so much, the empathy that seemed to guide all of her interactions. It shouldn’t have been scary to tell her anything. It had just been so long ago when I’d buried it.

“We were in love,” I said, eyes still on the baking dish, throat tightening, heart beating like I was in the middle of a run. “Like … very seriously so. We were going to spend our lives together. And then I did something too awful to discuss and I broke her heart.”

Aisha and Andy were so silent that I couldn’t take it any longer and had to break the shield I’d made for myself out of a downcast gaze and a baking dish full of summer squash. Their faces, though, told me nothing more than their silence.

“Sorry.” Aisha hurried to my side. “I’m—no, god, I’m doing a shitty job of this. Do you know how many people come out to you when you run an arts camp? I’m usually great at being supportive and not making it about myself.”

I turned back to the safety of draining the marinade from the salmon. Come out. I hadn’t thought about the fact that it was what I was doing. Somehow in all the years of being who I was, I’d never considered that coming out would ever have anything to do with me.

“You should have said something.” Andy got up from the table to stand on my other side. Rosie, thrilled with the activity and unaware of the gravity of the situation, practically skipped around our ankles. “You were falling apart. That whole drive. We’d pull off to get gas and food and, I dunno, you’d been crying and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.”

I waved my hand. It had been a long time ago, but the memory was stark, the points we’d plotted beforehand along Highway 40, non-creepy gas stations and food options that weren’t all McDonald’s or Taco Bells. It was going to have celebratory road-trip vibes; I would have a bachelor degree and a summer’s worth of paid stage experience, and Andy would have a savings account flush from the two jobs he’d worked for the last year since he’d graduated. We were going to get the hell out of Illinois to LA, the city where dreams came true. Making the trip fresh off of someone else’s heartbreak had never been on the itinerary.

“Why didn’t you do something?” Aisha asked Andy.

“I didn’t know!” he said, his perennially chill tone a little pointed. “I just thought something happened like her wig fell off during a performance or whatever.”

“What?” Aisha and I asked at the exact same time.

“I don’t know!” Andy literally threw his hands up in the air. “I figured it was some kind of theatre thing. That was the worst thing I could think of happening onstage.”

“Your poor sister was driving across the country with a broken heart, and you were thinking of wigs?”

“I didn’t have a broken heart,” I corrected. “That was Rebecca.”

“You seem pretty heartbroken over her broken heart,” Aisha said, glancing at Andy.

“Don’t,” I said. “I was fine. And I’m fine now.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Andy asked softly. “I feel like an asshole.”

“I didn’t tell anyone,” I said with a practiced casual shrug. I’d made it casual, after all. I’d dated men before Rebecca! Boys at least, in high school and college. I’d decided that I’d date them again. Early on in my career, I let Erica suggest appropriate guys to be seen with, and I slept with some of them. I even dated a few, for real … ish. The guys thought it was real, at least, and I was a great actress. I never felt the way I had back in Ohio, but wasn’t life just a series of disappointing love affairs until you found the one? It wasn’t worth dwelling on, especially if my career couldn’t hold that other possibility. Plus work kept me busy; a year would go by in a flash while I’d been filming, doing press, training so I had the abs apparently required to don Princess Platinum’s costume. It was easy not to date anyone even if it hadn’t been on purpose.

“You could have told me,” Andy said, and I could feel the Don’t make it about you! vibes radiating from Aisha. “My best friend’s gay, as you know.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know that then,” I pointed out. “Jon came out like a year or two later, right? I didn’t know what you’d think. And remember Mom when she found out, how she was going to pray for him and his family like he had cancer or something. Dad wouldn’t even discuss it! Imagine if I would have told them I …”

“I’m not talking about Mom or Dad,” Andy said. “Man, I wouldn’t have said the thing about your car if I knew—”

“Andrew Gardner, I am going to murder you,” Aisha said. “Can we focus on your sister and not yourself, please?”

“Actually, I’d love to focus on anything but me,” I said, sliding the baking dish into the oven, setting my favorite pan on the stovetop, and opening the refrigerator to get out everything for the salad. I was starkly aware that Andy and Aisha were still staring at each other as if they could have an entire conversation about me using only eye contact. Still, after what felt like an entire lifetime, I’d told my two favorite people almost the entire truth about me, and they were still standing there literally next to me. “Aisha, didn’t you have an app date last night?”

“Ooh, yes,” she said with a laugh. “Is this a good time to tell you about the gentleman I went out with?”

“There’s literally nothing more I want in the world right now.”

Aisha grinned at us. “First up, guess how many vapes he brought?”




Chapter 4

A Literal Person

In my garage the next morning I deliberated between the Porsche and the black electric Audi I drove on the days I wanted more anonymity. It’d blend in better with the rest of the cars in the DTA garage and perhaps prove some kind of commitment to the environment, but I didn’t like being bullied out of my favorite way of getting around.

I decided I was overthinking it and hopped into the Porsche. Also it was probably not actually possible to deliberate between two luxury cars while feeling bullied, and I worked hard to quash that line of thought from expanding any further. Would it be fun to be the least-liked member of a cast, particularly a cast that included someone like Michael Madden? Of course not! And if the situation was different, if Geoffrey Gordan was still at the helm and the very worst aspects of myself weren’t replaying in my head on a spinning loop, I’d do this differently. I’d win over everyone or I’d die trying.

Now, though, I had a nagging suspicion that I didn’t deserve to be liked. Winning anyone over would be less of an inevitable event and more of a lie. Rebecca knew who I was, knew what I was capable of doing. What was the point of hiding anything now?

“Morning,” Kathleen greeted me, getting out of the Prius that I’d pulled in next to. “Do you think I parked OK? I haven’t driven regularly in about twenty years, and I noticed Michael gave my rental a side-eye yesterday when we all arrived.”

I glanced over and did my best to choke back a laugh. “Sorry. It’s … very crooked.”

“I hate this city,” she said, though brightly. “Why not put us in housing nearby so we could walk over? No, instead I have the herculean task of driving this metal box and then aligning it between old, faded lines.”

I grabbed her keys out of her hand and hopped in the Prius to straighten it out. It wasn’t the first time that I’d thought in another life I would have made a fantastic valet.

“Oh, geez,” she said, as I handed the keys back to her, but with a laugh. “I have got to get my shit together. I cannot have Princess Platinum fixing my mistakes every morning.”

Kathleen seemed genuinely nice so I tried not to grimace at that, but Kathleen also seemed emotionally intelligent, so I could see that she clocked that I’d made a non-grimacing effort.

“Sorry about that,” she said. “My kiddo loves those movies, they’ve been on a lot in our place. Normally she hates it when I’m working out of town and she’s gotta stay with my sister, but when she heard you were in this, she all but threw me out of our apartment.”

“How old is she?” I asked as we walked through the garage into the complex.

“Fifteen, so you can imagine it’s more than a little thrilling that she thinks anything I’m doing is cool. And my ex-husband has no chance of winning the cooler parent trophy these days, so that I enjoy.” She glanced over to me. “She’s in school right now, but later today—no, I shouldn’t ask you—”

“If you want to FaceTime her, I’m more than happy to join,” I said. “We can’t let your trophy-standing drop.”

“You’re a doll,” Kathleen said. “How’re you feeling about … all of this?”

“Oh,” I said, letting the muscle memory of all my media training take over instead of wondering if I’d inadvertently broadcast all my secret fears yesterday. “Great question.”

“I’ve worked with Geoff a bunch.” Kathleen paused at a spot in the corridor where we could see clearly in all directions. “But, you know, I’m an old lady.”

“Please,” I said, because Kathleen was only in her early fifties.

“Oh, please to you!” She let out an actual cackle. “You know what I mean. I know how possible—more than possible, how likely it is that shitty things were happening to the younger women in the casts and crews—god, I don’t know what I’m saying exactly. I was comfortable working again with someone I trusted, but what does trust even mean now? And I’ve heard great things about Rebecca Frisch, but we haven’t worked together before. She didn’t cast me, didn’t cast any of us—I’m excited about this show, excited about a young female playwright, even more excited now that we’ve got this female director on board too. I just hope there aren’t any shake-ups coming.”

I’d feared it on a very personal level, but hadn’t thought of it in these terms. And I loved that Kathleen just came out and said it, didn’t hide behind a manufactured layer of bravado. “Could that happen?”

“Not to you,” she said, as Michael appeared and headed over. I focused a pleasant but mindless smile in his direction while I thought again about my scheduled time later today with Rebecca. It would be a good opportunity to fire me, another table read beforehand to prove she would never have cast me if it had been up to her. Directly to me instead of my team, to prove a point that it was she who had the power now, she who could break my heart this time.

“It’s gonna be a long few months, huh,” Michael said in a tone like we were all conspiratorially laughing together instead of whatever he was attempting here. “Every time I book work in Los Angeles I remember why I never want to book work in Los Angeles. It’s depressing how many people want to live in a city without any culture besides restaurants owned by reality stars and the worship of superhero movies.”

“Isn’t there a museum on the next block?” Kathleen asked.

“Two, actually,” I said, instead of reacting to superhero movies, which was obviously meant for me. “The Broad and MOCA.”

Michael sighed heavily. “You obviously know what I mean.”

He headed into the rehearsal room. Kathleen and I exchanged a smile and followed. At my spot at the table I took out my water bottle from my tote and exhaled. If I didn’t think about the fact that I might be getting fired this afternoon, it was a much better morning so far than I’d had yesterday.

Rebecca walked into the room, and the noise in the room immediately dimmed, and I could see how it made her laugh. “No, please, this isn’t school and I’m not your teacher. We’ll get started in a few, but you don’t have to stop on my account.”

Conversation, though, stayed muted, and I wondered if we were all worried. I wondered, too, if anyone else had a hard time looking away from Rebecca no matter how much of a threat she was. Today she was more casual, a white button-down over jeans on top of yesterday’s sneakers, hair in a sensible ponytail. A million years ago she wore her hair like that almost every day, and I remembered itching to get her alone, pull that elastic out so her hair tumbled everywhere. One night, almost asleep, her murmuring in my ear. Gardner, you know I only put it up so you can take it down.

I shifted in my chair and snuck a look around the room, but it seemed apparent that no one suspected me of having a sexual flashback about our director.

“I know that Kevin spoke with some of you about today,” Rebecca said once the full team was assembled in the room, and my heart raced even faster than those summer theatre memories. “But I wanted to give everyone a better idea of this week’s schedule. With nearly five weeks until previews, we have the luxury of time, so I’m thrilled we can stay around the table as long as possible. So we’ll keep at this today and tomorrow—Kevin’s passing out fresh scripts with some rewrites Stephanie did last night—maybe even Friday morning, and then we’ll get up and see how it feels.”

Michael cleared his throat. “Normally I find it helpful—”

“We can chat about whatever that is this afternoon in our one-on-one,” Rebecca said in an incredibly professional tone that—absolutely not, was there literally anything less appropriate than getting turned on by a woman handling a man’s ego in such a way? No, no, no.

We read again. Despite everything, there was such an incredible relief about this process, this idea that I could just drive to work where we were going to sit down, read the script, and we’d go line-by-line—talking about it!—which we never got to do for a film. Not that I talked a lot today, but others did, thoughts about backstory and intention and subtext. I reveled in it: the time, the attention, the conversation. It was such a luxury. My dialogue took on a familiar shape, even with a few adjusted words, sentences, a joke that landed better. Already it was seeping into me, even if we were sitting at a table and not yet acting it out. I hoped Rebecca could feel that, could see how much I wanted this and how hard I would work, how one day in I was better already.

Today when we broke for lunch, I discovered there was a lounge down the hallway, and I found myself at a table with Kathleen, Ashlee, and Henry, who’d also brought their lunches today. It was, I decided, going to be a really nice day up until the moment Rebecca tossed me out.

Kevin walked in holding a takeout container of the same salad I’d gotten yesterday. “Everyone, I wanted to let you know that Rebecca has a series of one-on-ones this afternoon, and if that includes you, you’ve already heard from me. The plan is to reconvene around four or four thirty for a quick discush before we break for the night. I know it’s a little chaotic that I’m telling you now and not before lunch started, but as I’m sure you can imagine, with all of the changes, we’re still getting our bearings. It’ll get more organized soon, we promise. And also I’m here to eat lunch, so now I’ll be awkwardly sitting behind you.”

“No, no, Kevin, join us,” Kathleen said, gesturing to an empty chair at our table. “Tell us everything about you. Have you worked with Rebecca before?”

“I have,” he said, popping open his salad container as he sat. “Most recently I stage-managed her revival of The Skin of Our Teeth last year. I get this frantic call from her late last week, am I willing to drop everything for a few months and follow her to LA for this last-minute gig. I didn’t even check with my boyfriend, I said yes on the spot.”

“You must love working with her,” Kathleen said with an understanding nod.

“I love working with her,” he said, nodding emphatically. “She’s such an advocate, too. Geoffrey Gordan’s stage manager bailed when he did, but before they could hire anyone else Rebecca told them I was a nonnegotiable. I’m not even sure my boyfriend thinks of me as a nonnegotiable.”

“Well, definitely not now that you left town without telling him,” Kathleen said, and we all laughed. Still, I wondered if this extremely sweet guy knew that I was a dead woman walking, set for execution in less than an hour.

I hit the restroom a few minutes before my appointment and stared into the mirror. Without any press responsibilities today, I let my wavy hair do its own thing, and I had enough makeup on to look polished but not so much I didn’t look as natural as possible. I’d picked out my own clothes, a white short-sleeved sweater that fit like a cozy T-shirt, with jeans and a pair of flats. Not quite my at-home anonymous self, but somewhere in-between her and Professional Actress Tess Gardner. How would Rebecca see me? I’d never had less of an idea of something in my life.

She was sitting in her already-usual spot at the table when Kevin guided me in, flipping through the script and making more notes. Before I could wonder if she realized I was there, she looked up and smiled.

“Tess Gardner,” she said, like I was a colleague she hadn’t seen in a while and certainly not someone I’d once fucked against a tree behind a costume shop. “God, it’s been a while, huh. Thanks for coming in.”

“Hi,” I said, feeling shy and then like an idiot because shy couldn’t possibly be the appropriate emotion in this situation. It was like I literally had no idea who I was anymore. Since … yesterday.

“I thought it’d be great to have a chat today before we get any further into rehearsals,” Rebecca said, gesturing to the chair across from her.

I decided it as I sat, even if I was only fueling the justification for what she was about to do. “Rebecca, I’m so sorry.”

She tipped her head up like I’d said something confusing.

“I’m so sorry,” I repeated. “I’ve never forgiven myself for how I treated you. If I’d known you’d be the director, I wouldn’t have taken this role—I can’t imagine how you felt when they offered you the job and you heard my name.”

“Oh,” Rebecca said with a chuckle. “Tess, it’s been a long time. All of that was … just one of many items on the laundry list of dyke drama I got up to in my twenties.”

I fluffed my hair as if it were an unconscious movement and not a strategy to hide the fact that it felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. I’d imagined this moment so many times. While I’d hated knowing that I’d been the villain in the scenario, wasn’t being a villain preferable than being nothing?

“And if you’re worried I’m going to say anything,” Rebecca continued, “I have no interest in rehashing the past or outing you. We’re all grownups here.”

“Of course,” I said, though I actually had worried about it before, in lower moments I wasn’t proud of. My fame surging upward, tipped toward the precipice. My ex-girlfriend letting the world know that not only had I been with her but I was also a monster. Princess Platinum would have never.

“Congrats on everything,” she said in a convincingly sincere tone. I had to accept that it was likely sincere. “It’s very well-deserved.”

“You too,” I said, matching her sincerity level, even if her success had thrown me for a loop, made her impossible to pretend had never existed, filled me up with an unwarrantable pride for knowing so long ago how incredible she was.

“Thank you.” Her voice was still sincere, but there was also a throwaway vibe about it, as if she didn’t need my congratulations. And why would she?

“So I wanted to spend some time chatting with you about the show,” Rebecca said, nodding to the marked-up script in front of her. “You’ve obviously spent some time with the script so far, so I’d love to hear what you think about Casey and her journey.”

“Oh,” I said, recalculating to let my media training kick back in. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected from this session—except my imminent dismissal—but it hadn’t been formal meeting vibes. Not that I had any right to ask about her life or tell her anything about mine. I was fortunate she wasn’t giving me that chance. “First of all, I should say that I think it’s a beautiful script, and I’m so thrilled for the opportunity.”

“What a coincidence,” Rebecca said with a grin. “I feel the same way.”

“There are a lot of homecoming shows,” I said, carefully. Was she waiting for me to say something inane that she could use in her case against me? “When I heard the title, I expected something in the vein of …”

I knew what I wanted to say, but I didn’t know Rebecca’s current tastes and alliances, so I let myself fade off and I hoped we could leave it there. Could I be remembering Kevin accurately that Rebecca had asked for an entire half hour with me? Couldn’t she just fire me and get it over with?

“I’m not recording this to play back later for the Broadway community, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said with a laugh. I remembered with a jolt how much we’d laughed together, at first as we became fast friends, and later on when she felt like the answer to the question I hadn’t even known to ask. “There are a thousand shows set around a family’s dinner table. And some of them are very good. But I’m hardly eager to stage one of them, and I loved how right away with Stephanie’s script you feel it’s going somewhere else, coming home somewhere new. That’s exciting to me as a theatre lover, much less a director.”

I nodded emphatically. “As someone who loves the big city she moved to—”

Oh my god, no matter how much I no longer mattered to Rebecca, it couldn’t be good form to casually throw around my long-ago move to LA when it had been such a huge part of how I’d failed her.

“Ah, preach” is all Rebecca said, though. “No more the-American-beauty-of-the-small-town for me—unless someone gives me an Our Town of course, no jinxing, et cetera. So tell me how you feel about Casey.”

“I like that she’s a person.” I cringed. “Oh my god, sorry, I sound stupid.”

“No, say more about that.” Rebecca leaned in toward me, her elbows on the table. A little voice inside of me screeched You’re such a professional! because I still couldn’t get over this, the Rebecca Frisch who wasn’t a fantasy or a concoction but an experienced director sitting across from me and fully focused on the work while I was trying not to fall apart.

“How do you mean that she’s a person?” Rebecca asked, her gaze fixed on me. “Except, of course, obviously, that she is one.”

“I told you I knew I sounded like an idiot—”

“No,” she said quickly, “I mean that you obviously intend something beyond the fact that she’s literally a person. So tell me more about that.”

I lifted my water bottle out of my bag and took a few sips, wondered why we were wasting time on character details when Rebecca was going to fire me. Rebecca was going to fire me, wasn’t she? “She’s deeply concerned about her career. And she has relationships, clearly, but they don’t define her. Her family’s there, that’s the point, but it’s her story. She isn’t the wife, the daughter, the sister, just identified by who she is to other people. I like that a lot.”

“Yeah, I like it a lot too,” Rebecca said, nodding. It would have been far less annoying if she weren’t so attractive, if she didn’t know how to make eye contact across a large table seem intimate, if she wasn’t listening like what I said mattered to this degree. “What kind of journey do you feel like she’s on?”

“Well,” I said, not completely sure if she wanted an answer about the story or something bigger and more symbolic or something more literal-minded about my performance, and so I did my best to leave it there again, despite that it hadn’t worked the last time.

“There aren’t any wrong answers, you know,” Rebecca said gently.

“That can’t actually be true,” I said. “We’re not the cast you chose.”

“Ah,” Rebecca said, and maybe I was imagining it but I could have sworn there was a flicker of something like recognition behind her eyes. At one point, after all, I’d known her better than I’d known anyone. “I see. Well, how about I share some of my immediate thoughts upon reading the script, and you can let me know where we line up and where we diverge. Sound good?”

I knew that it still could have been an expertly plotted trap, Tess Gardner said the wrong thing and Rebecca Frisch finally got to take her revenge by firing her, but I nodded anyway.




Chapter 5

Celebrity Yelp

I was up early the next morning for a meeting with my team before rehearsal. Los Angeles was not necessarily a city full of early mornings, but the industry operated on its own schedule. I was also lucky enough that my management team at Spring Hope was in downtown LA, not far from the DTA. So even though on regular occasions it was considered standard to meet over in Beverly Hills in one of the overly luxe meeting spaces in my agent’s building, the team made an exception today so I could make it to rehearsals on time.

A valet whisked my car away for me, and by the time I reached the door to the building, a young person from reception was holding it open for me and shooting me a deferential smile without actually meeting my eyes. I was used to moving through the world as me, but because I occasionally brought Andy along to industry events, it was hard for me to forget the way he’d once muttered You’re too important for actual eye contact?

I hadn’t even made it to the front desk before one of my managers strolled into the reception area. It was a different vibe than if we’d met in Beverly Hills. Over at the Exemplar Agency, there was a sterile, sleek aesthetic that seemed designed to keep one feeling out of their element at all times. Spring Hope, perhaps because they were a younger company or perhaps because they were on the Eastside, was brighter, warmer, less apt-to-be-confused-with-a-spaceship.

“Good morning, Tess.” Max held out her hand to shake mine, which she always did, before I pulled her into a hug, which I always did. She was dressed in a floral-patterned short-sleeved button-down over navy pants and shiny brown leather boots. Max was technically the newest member of my management team. Previously she’d worked as my agent’s assistant, but she’d been the only member of my entire team to treat my new career direction seriously. When she’d asked me to put in a good word for her at Spring Hope, I’d happily agreed—with the caveat that when hired, she’d share responsibilities with my current manager.

I’d hand-selected my entire team: my agent Joyce, publicist Erica, managers Max and Riley, theatrical agent, business manager, entertainment lawyer, security detail, assistants whenever I was on set and needed someone to handle the rest of my life. I genuinely liked working with all of them, but once Pantheon Entertainment reached out with interest about Vindicators, a shift occurred; the full transformation from Tess Gardner to Professional Actress Tess Gardner happened in the blink of an eye. I wasn’t a person so much as a product—a product, in fact, that stood to make people a lot of money. (Figuratively speaking, but also literally. I was an action figure, after all.)

In the meeting room, we went through our standard greetings. It was the usual team: Joyce, Erica, Max, and Riley. There was a Boxed Water waiting for me next to the seat adjacent to the chair at the head of the table, where I sat by default because I didn’t like the idea of coming in like some kind of boss, and also I never felt like one anyway. As for the water, I’d mentioned once that I appreciated that they were more ecologically friendly, and since then I’d never had a meeting without one supplied.

“How’s the play?” Joyce asked. She was always the most put-together person in the room, today in a fitted knee-length dress in shades of blue and green that made her dark skin glow. Her black braids were in a topknot that added several inches to her height, which felt stylish as well as a power move; hair included, she was the tallest person in the room. “Everything going all right with whatever hotshot they brought in?”

I shifted in my seat and hoped to distract the high-powered women in this room who could sniff out bullshit miles away, by slowly twisting off the water’s lid. Convincing? “Honestly, I’m not sure.”

The whole table perked up.

“Oh,” I said, leaning back in what I hoped passed for relaxed posture. “Have you heard anything?”

“Is my ear to the ground about theatre gossip?” Joyce asked with a chuckle. “I’d say no.”

“Me either,” Riley said. She was a less commanding presence than Joyce; today she was in a nondescript blue top over black pants and sensible flats, and her chin-length brown hair was blown out casually. Riley had taken me on early, just like Joyce, and had seen me through everything so far. As my agent, Joyce was an incredible negotiator on the terms of my contracts, while Riley and Max saw my offers in more of a big-picture way, putting my whole career together a piece at a time. Like Max, Riley was queer, and I felt safe having the two of them on my team even if they didn’t know about me. “Do you mind me asking what you’re getting at, Tess?”

“With a new director,” I said in a tone I hoped was casual and neutral and in no way indicated the very not-casual and not-neutral feelings I had regarding the new director, “I wondered if there’s any reconsidering of Geoffrey Gordan’s casting.”

“I obviously can’t speak for Lauren,” Joyce said, referring to my theatrical agent, who wasn’t considered enough of a power player to be involved in this meeting, “but if you’re finding the production lacking without Gordan, we’ll get you out of it.”

“It’s a delicate situation,” Erica said. “We’d want to showcase that Tess is a believer in women’s stories, blah blah, isn’t stepping away in support of Gordan.”

“Of course not,” Joyce said quickly. “I can connect with Lauren—”

“I should say that I’m not trying to leave the show,” I said. “And I think it was the right move for DTA to bring in a female director to helm new work from a female playwright—”

“Yes,” Erica said with a grin, “you’ll say something exactly like that in the interview you do after you leave.”

“No,” I said, letting my tone dip slightly past placating. “My fear is that Rebecca—the new director—may want someone more—”

“Not famous?” Max asked, which made me laugh. Max was younger than me, cooler than me, and in another, less professional, version of my life I would have already made her my other best friend.

“No,” I said, still laughing. “Someone with a stronger theatrical résumé.”

“Tess,” Erica said, making eye contact with Joyce. “Do you know the high DTA’s been on since you signed on? The boost you are to their box office? That frantic press photoshoot before your rehearsals had even started? The female director can want you out all she wants, DTA’s not giving up that box office revenue.”

“Maybe theatre directors have that kind of pull in New York,” Riley said in a kind tone, “but you’re not going anywhere. Definitely not due to a director no one’s heard of.”

“She’s actually a bit of a name,” Max said, provoking looks from everyone else. “Sorry, maybe just on the Lesbian Internet. That’s the only internet I’ve got, you know, but maybe we shouldn’t completely discount niche lesbian celebrities. I agree that no one on the business end will want to lose Tess, but it wouldn’t hurt to check in with Lauren and find out if there are any rumblings.”

“I’ll handle it,” Riley said with a heavy sigh. “Erica, I know you’re better at extracting gossip in most situations, but—”

“When one power lesbian’s involved, send in another power lesbian?” Erica raised an eyebrow, and Riley and Max laughed. So did I, but stopped when I realized Joyce and Erica weren’t laughing along. Learning to play straight was truly a lifelong journey.

“I did just get a fun script for you,” Joyce said. “If you got out of the play—”

“For the last time,” I said, it fully hitting me what I wanted, despite Rebecca, despite Michael Madden’s under-his-breath comments, despite the team of people set to make more money if I said yes, “I don’t want to get out of the play.”

“There’ll be other shows,” Riley said.

“I love this script,” I said, which was true, but there was also the fact that my next months had been carved out for this. I walked away and I was probably on set within a couple weeks in an action film I hated. Now that my team knew just how serious I was about theatre, I could feel how much harder they’d work to make sure I never found a gap in my schedule like this one again.

The room was silent for a few moments as my team made notes and exchanged glances that were subtle but not invisible. There was still plenty of time left until rehearsal began, so I knew we were far from finished. Hollywood scheduled itself into tight spaces far more often than it gave us any room to breathe.

“From the NDAs we forwarded over from Pantheon,” Joyce began, and I held my face neutrally, “I’m sure you aren’t surprised to hear there’s news on that front.”

I decided not to tell her that there were so many nondisclosure agreements in the industry these days that I hardly had a quick recall of the specifics at any given moment. “I’m never surprised when Pantheon comes calling, no.”

“The great news is that Vindicators 4 is all but green-lit already,” Joyce said, and I swallowed hard and exhaled and looked down at my lap and performed about another half dozen little acts to keep from groaning or crying or cursing.

“I’m not quite ready to commit to that,” I said.

“We’ll have plenty of negotiation room on—well, on just about everything,” Joyce said. “Scheduling’s never easy on these things, but I’m positive we’ll find something that works for you.”

“We’re aware this is a genre you’re hoping to do less of moving forward,” Riley said. “But closing out a quadrilogy is different than starting something new.”

“And we can tell that narrative in the press,” Erica said, nodding. “One more story to tell before the next chapter.”

“Though there’s more than a little interest in a Princess Platinum standalone,” Joyce said. “The studio’s done some preliminary testing, and they feel optimistic about box office potential.”

“I can guess what you’re thinking,” Max said with a smile. “But you’d be able to get involved on the production side, be part of deciding what kind of story you want to tell.”

“You’d need to hew to the canon set out in the comics,” Riley clarified. “That should give you plenty to work with though, how many thousands of issues are there?”

“We can pair you with a screenwriter,” Max said. “Someone Pantheon-approved, maybe a cool buzzy director.”

“A female director!” Riley said, and I wondered if they’d rehearsed this. “We could make the soundtrack a big deal, stack it with female artists.”

Max grinned at me. “Yes, we’ll ask Taylor Swift to contribute.”

They were playing dirty and they knew it.

“Can we wind this back a bit?” I asked, pretending to laugh. “A couple minutes ago you said it tested not-terribly, now we’re recording the soundtrack with the most famous person on the planet?”

“Of course, of course,” Joyce said. “Let me see what kind of package I can negotiate, and we’ll take it from there.”

There was no point in arguing, so I let them get back to it. Any observer would have assumed I had almost nothing to do with the meeting. It was only my life, after all. My participation seemed optional at best.

And then I thought about having the career other performers would kill for and did my best to let go of whatever I thought the next years of my life would look like. Professional Actress Tess Gardner had other plans.

Once we’d wrapped up—and I was tentatively committed for the next two years or so to projects my team was giddy about—Max walked me back to the lobby. I knew it was the previous assistant in her, but I always relished our few minutes together.

“The potential holiday movie project seems fun,” Max said in an encouraging tone. “I read the script and you’ll get to be really funny. And it shoots locally!”

“Oh no,” I said with a laugh. “Do I seem like I need a pep talk?”

Max winced, messing up her artfully messy short hair a bit less artfully. “I’m sorry—”

“No, no, I’m sorry,” I said, quietly, pausing before we reached the stairs to the lobby. “It’s ridiculous to be this privileged and downright lucky, and be so obviously whiny about it.”

“It’s not that obvious,” Max said quickly, and we both laughed. “No, I only mean that I’ve been working with you for a while. I know the path you want, and I know you’re worried you aren’t on it. And I’m saying that I think this one is a good fit for that path, and I hope you don’t feel too disheartened.”

“I’m not disheartened,” I said, and I wasn’t—not even about Vindicators 4, which I’d already known was probably a foregone conclusion—except perhaps about Rebecca. And somehow I knew that I could dump this whole thing on Max, who per her Instagram had an extremely hot girlfriend who owned a queer bar and a whole social circle of Eastside sapphics, and Max would get it, but letting your brother and your best friend know was one thing. Even the youngest, coolest, gayest member of my management team was ultimately still that, and I knew this team wouldn’t win the same games if I was out.

The general public thought those days were over, the era of the celluloid closet far behind us. There were queer A-list celebrities, after all, proof that no one had to hide now. If only it were that simple, if only the public wanted us as we were and not the market-tested versions of ourselves. By the time I’d made a few movies, I regularly found myself at parties where it was standard to meet the partner of a supposedly straight star. The first time it happened, I could still recall how white-hot my entire body had flashed, how desperately I’d needed to escape, how I’d ridden home in the backseat of an Uber Black feeling simultaneously validated for every choice that had led me there and literally sick with the revelation that my current decision to hide would be my future decision too. I’d run, hard, from who I was, but I must have stuffed away a little pocket of hope—because that night I felt it dissolve. After all, I didn’t want a secret life, a person hidden from view. I didn’t want to be one leaked story away from losing the career I’d built. I knew how it sounded, but it wasn’t only me to consider; my career was responsible for making a lot of people money. Also, how could I treat someone like that? No one deserved to exist only in secret.

Out actors made it look easy, but I knew that it wasn’t. Still, if I were starting now, I’d do it differently, or at least I wanted to believe that I would. But when I first started landing interviews—getting asked about my love life, becoming Professional Actress Tess Gardner—Kristen Stewart wasn’t out. There was no one like Ari Fox.

Professional Actress Tess Gardner wasn’t that type of celebrity, after all. I had no idea why America’s Girl Next Door couldn’t be gay—after all, gay people lived next door to someone!—but it was a category that remained solidly heterosexual. Big-budget superhero movies were made for the masses, four quadrants to please. Maybe a side character could be played by a queer person, but one of the four Vindicators?

Considering the pushback in the news, laws against trans kids and gay books and drag queens at story time, I didn’t know why it was shocking that Hollywood was still hiding so many secrets. And that was just here! Throw in a bunch of global markets that Pantheon and others were desperate to please and profit from, and I couldn’t imagine when it might be considered safe for a pretty blonde superhero to kiss girls. No, I’d never been explicitly told I couldn’t come out, but I’d never explicitly asked. I’d never even hinted. I’d behaved exactly as a star of my caliber was supposed to, and no one had any complaints.

I entered the lobby of the Jaffe Theatre from the parking garage almost exactly as Rebecca walked in from the street entrance. Even though we’d spent a full thirty minutes together one-on-one discussing the play only yesterday, I froze upon seeing her.

My team was right. Rebecca could have been lying, could have still been furious for how I’d treated her. Rebecca could have been over it but horrified that she was making her Los Angeles theatrical premiere with Princess Platinum in the lead. Rebecca could have simply wanted a team she’d handpicked. And none of that would matter, because DTA wasn’t going to let her do anything about me.

I wished it would have been professionally acceptable to apologize for that, too.

“Morning,” Rebecca said. Her hair was loose today, and she was wearing a rumpled light blue button-down over jeans and Gucci loafers, every piece radiating comfort and luxury. “Is there good coffee in LA? I’m not one of those LA is inferior in every way New Yorkers, I promise. I just don’t know where to go.”

I looked around the empty lobby to see who she was talking to.

“Gardner, stay with me here,” she said with a grin, and I tried not to react visibly to that, my name in her mouth, but good god.

“Sorry,” I said. “Not to add to any LA stereotypes, but I don’t do caffeine for the most part. The occasional herbal tea if I need a pick-me-up.”

“Wow,” Rebecca said, and I wondered if she was picturing it too, how we were nearly always the first two at the industrial-size coffeepot in the Applewoods mess hall. If no one was around how sometimes I’d fill a mug, take the first sip, and then hand it off to her. “It really is Los Angeles-y in Los Angeles.”

“It’s the thing we do best.” I took out my phone. “Where are you staying? I can see what’s good in your neighborhood.” I froze, replaying Where are you staying? What an intimate question for someone you meant nothing to.

“What are you doing?” Rebecca leaned in my direction. “Looking at Yelp? Oh my god. I didn’t know celebrities used Yelp.”

“I use Celebrity Yelp,” I said, deadpan.

“Raya launched their own offshoot,” Rebecca said, which made me break into laughter. “It’s just regular Yelp?”

“It’s just regular Yelp,” I said, not not noticing she hadn’t answered my question. It was embarrassing that I’d asked, that some part of me automatically unlocked for her, even after everything.

“Good morning, y’all,” Kathleen said, walking in through the parking garage. “Tess, let me tell you, I parked pretty poorly without you to straighten it out for me.”

“Excuse me,” Rebecca said, her tone warm. “You’ve been having our lead valet your car for you?”

“Rebecca, I assure you, I did not ask her to,” Kathleen said with a cackle. “I’ve known Tess for about forty-eight hours and have already found it impossible to stop her from doing extremely nice things. Relatedly, thank you, Tess, for at least briefly making my kiddo continue to think that I’m cool.”

Kathleen glanced at Rebecca as the three of us got into the elevator. “Tess FaceTimed with my fifteen-year-old yesterday after rehearsal. Major cool points.”

“I’d imagine so.” Rebecca fell out of step with us once we stepped off the elevator, and pointed down the hallway. “Kevin will get everything organized for the DEI and intimacy sessions this morning, and I’ll see you after.”

We watched her disappear into the administrative office area, and disappear further into Neil Bryant’s office.

“That can’t be good,” Kathleen said as we headed to the rehearsal room.

“No?” I asked, as if I didn’t know what she meant.

“You may be surprised to learn, missy, that some actors are considered expendable,” Kathleen said, and I laughed very hard at missy. “Her and Neil could be sorting out who’s getting fired right now. If Rebecca was willing to negotiate to hire her stage manager—and who wouldn’t, he’s a doll—we know she takes care of her people. She doesn’t know me. Doesn’t know any of us.”

“I—”

“No, of course you’re safe, please don’t pretend otherwise,” Kathleen said, and I was relieved for the interruption so that I didn’t have to figure out what I would have actually said.

“I’m not sure it’s that simple” is what I left it at, and Kathleen grinned as we made it into the room, took our seats at the table.

“No, darlin’, it never is.”




Chapter 6

High-Maintenance Goblins

Aisha texted midday to ask about dinner, and even though I’d been excited about this portion of rehearsals as a chance to get home early and stay home every night for weeks, I texted back an affirmative. Aisha and I hadn’t talked much since I’d cried while making salmon, and I knew I’d feel better when that was no longer taking up space in my head as the last way I’d spent time with my favorite people.

Aisha stood up the block from Little Dom’s when I walked down Hillhurst from my house, tucked away in the hills above Los Feliz Boulevard. I didn’t know the actual percentage of talent in the neighborhood, but it was high enough that as long as I was wearing my real person clothes and I’d swapped out my contacts for glasses, I blended in. Aisha had dressed down for my benefit, a casual blue dress and a beat-up but matching pair of Converse high-tops. No one would give either of us a second look, even if they did flag who we were; there was nothing special about being famous here. It was one of the reasons I’d settled in this neighborhood. It didn’t hurt that Aisha lived just a neighborhood over, on the north side of Silver Lake.

“Hi,” Aisha greeted me, pulling me into a tight hug that was above and beyond our usual. I couldn’t imagine something I wanted less than special Now That You’ve Come Out treatment from one of the only people left in my life who treated me like a mortal human being, but I knew that her heart was in the right place. “How are you?”

“Oh no,” I said, laughing. “The how are you? put it over the top. Let’s be regular again, please.”

She grinned. “Sorry, believe it or not, this is me attempting to be chill.”

I hugged her again, still laughing. A regular hug. “Yeah, I know. There’s a reason we became friends in the first place, and it is not because we were the most relaxed people on set.”

“Let’s go. I’m starving.” She took off down the block and held open the door for me to Little Dom’s, a cozy neighborhood Italian spot. It was an easy place to grab a meal and never be the only recognizable person dining there at any given moment.

We were seated in a booth, and stayed quiet while we studied the menus, outside of quickly agreeing on a wine. I loved the buzz of a busy restaurant; it was easy to blend into the corners and be part of your own world. A server stopped by to get our drink order and to tell us about the specials, and I let Aisha and the server debate the finer points of each dish while I checked messages on my phone. Normally, I only skimmed Erica’s press breaks emails. There was something about the timing of it, though—that initial LA Times piece had already gone up, so I knew it wasn’t that—that snagged, so I tapped on the email.


A heads-up that the Geoffrey Gordan piece is hitting tomorrow at 9am EDT. Haven’t managed to get my hands on it but word is that Hometown is part of the story.



Somehow Aisha and the server were still discussing strozzapreti, so I continued staring at the word Hometown until she thanked the server and turned her attention back to me.

“How are rehearsals going?”

I flipped my phone around to show her my screen.

“Yikes.”

I sighed and dropped my phone back into my bag. “Any new Tinder candidates on the horizon?”

“God no,” she said. “I need to meet men the old-fashioned way.”

“Barn dances?” I mused. “Church socials?”

“Honestly, it couldn’t be any worse,” she said with a laugh. “It shouldn’t be this hard to find one non-terrible man.”

We watched each other for a moment, while a rush of guilt seized through me. If only I’d kept things to myself, this would feel like before, where I’d agree it was impossible to locate decent men within greater Los Angeles, and we’d get back to whatever topic was next on our agenda.

“I wish I’d known,” Aisha said gently. “I wouldn’t have kept asking you what kind of men you wanted to meet. Not that you can’t also want to meet men. Do you want to meet men?”

“Not really,” I admitted, looking down at the table. “I mean, I tried them. Maybe not for me.”

Aisha laughed, and I let myself join in. “You know that’s how I feel about hot yoga, so I get it.”

“Yeah, it’s exactly the same,” I said, laughing harder, wondering if maybe this didn’t have to be scary or awkward, my life where two people now knew about me.

“How’s everything with Rebecca?” Aisha asked, and I felt myself physically react. Even hearing her name felt dangerous, and immediately I wondered if I’d actually messed up by confessing as much as I had.

“Do we have to talk about this?” I asked, expecting Aisha to laugh and change the subject. Instead her eyebrows knit together in concern. “It’s so embarrassing she was like my only real relationship.”

Aisha shook her head. “Tess, no. It’s not like that’s more embarrassing than my date with Mr. Too Many Vapes.”

I knew, though, that it was.

“Have you talked to your therapist about all of this?” she asked. “Your latest therapist?”

“No, I fired her,” I said. “She asked so many annoying questions.”

Aisha raised her eyebrows. “Tess—”

“Anyway, what’s there to say? I was terrible to Rebecca.”

“She seems like she’s recovered,” Aisha said, and shrugged in reaction to my expression. “Yes, I went down a Rebecca Frisch internet wormhole. Tell me you wouldn’t have done the same in my shoes.”

“Oh?” I asked in my calmest tone.

“That blue tuxedo she wore to the Tonys,” Aisha said, shaking her head. “She deserved to win just for that. The Broadway Subreddit generally thinks she was robbed, to the point that even though I didn’t see any productions last year that I now agree.”

“Oh my god,” I said with a laugh that surprised me. In the world where I was out, I saw how it wouldn’t have just been me analyzing Aisha’s app dates, it would have been this, too. In that world I would have liked it, I could tell.

“I watched this half-hour-long interview she did with Broadway World,” Aisha continued. “She told this story—do you know what I’m talking about? Getting lost in Queens at night and running into a pack of raccoons?”

“What?” I asked, as if maybe I’d just misheard her and she had not said anything about raccoons.

“Let me find it, it’s cute,” she said, getting out her phone. “She’s scared of wildlife—maybe you knew that?—and—”

“Oh my god, no,” I said, practically jumping across the table and grabbing her phone out of her hand. “That’s enough. How’s work? Can we talk about that instead?”

The server was, thankfully, back with our bottle of wine and I was off the hook. Aisha ordered the pappardelle even after the intense strozzapretti inquiry. The server absolutely realized who I was while I asked if they could throw the fish of the day on top of a salad for me, but she remained calm about it while nodding frantically, like there would be no chance she’d screw up this sea bass salad for Professional Actress Tess Gardner. A smile pulled at the corners of Aisha’s mouth, but we were both kind enough to wait until we were alone again to laugh.

“So.” Aisha took a big sip of wine. “I did want to talk to you about work.”

“Tell me how big of a check to write and I’ll have Meghan take care of it,” I said.

“No,” Aisha said. “Well, yes, thank you, I’ll text you a dollar figure tomorrow. It’s how we always have this drop in revenue and donations starting in the fall, as you know I complain about every year. People are excited about all of our summer camps, and you know LA parents will pay whatever we say it costs to keep their kids entertained during the day. And then fall hits and it’s harder to get people’s attention.”

“Tell me what you want, and I’ll have Erica get the social media team to share a post and do a donate link,” I said.

“No,” she said again. “I mean, yes, of course, I will. But I thought perhaps I’d use you for what you’re actually good at—”

“Excuse me, I’m very good at spending money and having a team of youths manage my and Rosie’s social media,” I said, and Aisha laughed.

“Of course, I forgot, your primary skills. No, I was wondering if you’d do a workshop on a weekend—I know your Sundays are open during rehearsal—that could tie into maybe something fun like stunt work or action scenes?”

I opened my mouth and it must have been clear that I was about to say no, because Aisha waved her hands.

“Of course, I know what you’re about to say, that on set there are paid professionals and also actual stuntpeople, but this is for kids. You just have to go through some basics. Obviously due to copyright laws—I’m sure Pantheon is wildly litigious—we can’t actually put you in costume or advertise it as a Princess Platinum event, but—”

“First of all, can we not on my character name in public?” I snapped lightly. “I know it’s chill here, but you know better.”

Aisha rolled her eyes. “OK, calm down, no one can hear us, but, sure, point taken. I’m just excited.”

“I’m honestly surprised you’d ask me to do this,” I said, trying my best not to sound like a bitch. “You know that I’m desperate to move away from the idea that I—”

“Obviously, of course! But this isn’t like you’d be signing on for”—she mouthed Vindicators 4—“god forbid. This is a one-day course.”

I sighed. “Can’t I just teach them stagecraft?”

“If stagecraft was enough, I wouldn’t need you,” she said, and then shook her head. “Sorry. You know what I mean.”

“I do,” I said softly. “The timing is just really bad. I’m trying so hard to step away from this image, and—”

Aisha sighed, shaking her head. “So you’re happy to help me except for the one thing you’d actually have to do yourself.”

“It’s definitely not that.” I tried to make eye contact with her so she could see how much I hated turning her down for anything, and she actually laughed.

“Stop making weird faces,” she said, cracking up. “And, sorry, I know you’re doing this whole image overhaul. I guess I didn’t think using your superhero status for an arts camp no one knows about would threaten that.”

“People know about Silverlochen!”

“Ugh,” she said. “You’re so hard to stay mad at even when you’re full of shit.”

“Yeah, that’s actually my primary skill.” I grinned at her while wondering if that was actually true.

After dinner, I walked back uphill toward home. Rosie’s dogsitter had picked her up from doggie daycare—I missed my parents but I also felt like the knowledge that their daughter’s dog had her own daycare, driver, and thriving Instagram following replete with influencer income, might have killed them anyway—so Rosie was waiting inside the garage door when I made my way in.

I sat down on the floor in my front room and scratched the top of her head, just how she liked best. When I was alone with Rosie, it was so easy to let go of everything else. She loved me for existing and I loved her for keeping me company, for looking at me like I was the greatest thing in the universe, for making snorting noises that sounded like bad sound effects, for keeping me in little moments right with her instead of all the other places my brain wanted to head off to.

We’d been in each other’s lives for the last four years. I’d just come home from shooting the second Vindicators and it had quickly become apparent that something had shifted in my life. If my career deemed that my social circle had contracted to mainly only Andy and Aisha and I couldn’t just go out anymore, I needed to figure out how to be less lonely on my own.

Of all the unexpected side effects of my career, this part had caught me the most off-guard. People had surrounded me my whole life! I was the youngest of four kids, and once I’d gotten to school, I’d inherently understood that people wanted to be around me. Back then, I’d never questioned it. It just was. It was gauche to know you’d been popular in grade school, in middle school, in high school. The biography of America’s Girl Next Door was supposed to ring out with relatable tales of how, as a misunderstood artsy misfit, I’d struggled to fit in. But there was no getting around the fact that I’d been prom queen two years in a row, despite that the first time it happened I’d been a junior and wasn’t even qualified to be on the ballot. (It was a surprise write-in-vote victory. Andy and his then-girlfriend, seniors at the time, loudly booed my coronation, which only made it more legendary.) I’d rolled into college in New York, not knowing what to expect in a city only about a thousand times bigger than anything I’d ever seen before, but my luck had held.

The first time I felt something slip was before anyone knew who I was. The summer after graduation, sun-dappled and shot through with my first taste of getting paid to do what I loved most—even at a non-acclaimed summer stock theatre—started off as everything always had, the blonde girl in the center of everything. But then I’d fallen in love so hard it shook something at my core. Between our assigned menial tasks, performing, and Rebecca, I barely had room for anything else. I didn’t want room for anything else; I wanted to stay up all night with the girl I loved, talking about our favorite playwrights and the places we were from and our first visits to New York and the meals our moms cooked that we missed most since moving away and and and.

It would have been different if anyone else could have known. I’d told Rebecca that what we had was too special, too fragile, too new, let’s keep it just for us for now, and all she’d done was give me more—more time stolen away together, more snacks swiped from the mess hall and waiting for me on the rickety nightstand we shared, more whispered conversations late at night, more more more. Which meant that she didn’t know that I was lying, that in a world where no one would have batted an eye that we were together, that I wasn’t straight, I would have screamed it from every rooftop of every vaguely crumbling building at Applewoods. I would have followed her anywhere.

“I’m actually a terrible person,” I told Rosie, who barked as if she was excited to agree. “I’m lucky you feel that way and still love me.”

She hopped up to lick my face, and it became tougher to stay mired in my self-pity. Ever since the day we’d met—practically a meet-cute walking through the Sunday farmer’s market in Larchmont. I’d squealed with a delight I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even felt when the tiny pug hopped in my direction. The rescue organization volunteer gave me Rosie’s bio, a purebred pug who’d been dumped by a family who’d deemed her too high maintenance. Only minutes before, Andy had griped when I’d asked for a dairy-free nonfat decaf cappuccino—What’s the point?—so I felt an immediate kinship. Before long I was filling out an application promising to love her forever, and I could tell even Andy approved of my choice. (Until I’d referred to him as Rosie’s uncle, which he hated even more than my decaf nonfat almond milk beverage.)

Rosie didn’t care that it was tough for me to do normal-person things out in the world. She loved it when I stayed in! She didn’t think I spent too much time cooking elaborate meals for mainly the same two people; she sat politely at my feet hoping for spills. She definitely didn’t care that I was basically always single because it guaranteed that the spot next to me in bed was reserved for her. Even though my family always had dogs growing up, I’d been unprepared for the shock of love I felt for this snorting little goblin.

“Wanna take a walk?” I asked her, and she scampered toward the door so quickly that she wiped out on the hardwood floor. Before long we’d looped around my favorite hilly section and were headed back toward home, and I was so in the moment that I wasn’t thinking about the article that was hours away from dropping or the way Rebecca had disappeared into Neil Bryant’s office.

Which was obviously a boldfaced lie to myself, but over the years I’d gotten really good at those.




Chapter 7

Violations

When I walked into the rehearsal room the next morning, it felt like smacking into a solid brick wall of silence. Only a few days into the process, I’d gotten used to that din of noise, the roomful of big voices with even bigger personalities.

Everyone who’d already arrived sat at the table, staring at their phones. Or staring at nothing. Michael was reading an actual physical copy of The New York Times. It hid his face, but I didn’t miss how his fingers clenched the edges of the paper.

I dropped into my regular seat, where a small cardboard cup was waiting. I started to get up until I noticed a Post-it stuck to the cup.


Thanks for the pro-tip (Yelp). In return, a little pick-me-up if you need it. —R



I jolted up in my chair so quickly that I knocked over the cup. Somehow Michael, from behind his paper, noticed, shot his arm out toward me, and caught it before hot liquid spilled across the table.

“Thank you,” I said. “That was impressive.”

He crumpled up the newspaper, wadded it into a tight ball. “I figured you normally have someone to catch anything you knock over.”

“Look,” I said, trying to keep my tone sweet despite that Did sweet sentences ever start with “look”? “It’s so controlled on the sets I’m usually on. Even if I want to take care of something myself, which of course I do, it’s someone else’s job. A person will literally yell Violation! at me.”

The room was so quiet that everyone turned to look, including the foursome that had just walked into the room: the producer Patrick, the playwright Stephanie, Neil, and of course Rebecca.

“Fine,” Michael said. “Sorry. You’re welcome.”

Kathleen caught my eye and mouthed oh my god! which made it difficult to keep my face neutral. Between what-the-hell was with this herbal tea and Michael’s whole thing and the looming threat of whatever was about to blow up this production, I barely could keep track of what even qualified as neutral.

The article had gone up as scheduled, six our time. I’d been freshly post-yoga, post-gratitude, and knew that opening the New York Times app would likely undo any good I’d just done for myself. Ignoring it, though, hadn’t been an option.

It was damning. Nearly a dozen women from throughout Geoffrey Gordan’s career had come forward. He’d made promises, given out opportunities, professed he knew how stacked the deck could be against women in the arts. And while, to a fault, no one claimed that violence was involved, there was a violence in extracting what he wanted and they didn’t, even when the looming threat was professional stakes, a you’ll never work in this town again, not a knife, a gun, a fist.

I’d been lucky. Sure, there’d been leering producers, a director who did his best to bypass my team to get me up in his hotel room, a costar who was handsy during a kissing scene in a PG-rated film. In a perfect world those incidents would hardly mark me as lucky, but Hollywood was far from perfect.

It was naïve, but I’d wanted to believe theatre would be different. Instead I thought about my fawning email to Geoffrey Gordan, my insistence that I would have done anything to work with him, and felt how barely spared I’d been. If not for the women brave enough to speak out against someone with so much more power—

I didn’t even want to think about it. In fact, I’d felt so literally sick to my stomach that I had almost missed them, the paragraphs near the end of the story.


Gordan was scheduled to begin rehearsals for the world premiere of Stephanie Hoff’s play Hometown at Los Angeles’s Jaffe Theatre this week, featuring a company that includes Vindicators cast member Tess Gardner. The Downtown Theatre Association (parent organization of the Jaffe) confirmed that the Tony-nominated director of last season’s Arcadia revival, Rebecca Frisch, will now helm the Jaffe production. Initially, producers were eyeing a Broadway opening next season; those plans seem less firm now.

“While we’re thrilled to see what Rebecca brings to Hometown,” producer Patrick Russell Miles said, “it’s way too early to predict when we’ll want to take the show to New York. So much is still up in the air.”



“I’m sure you’ve all read the news.” Patrick Russell Miles stood before the table with a practiced quality of leadership, his own mini TED Talk. “I’d keep in mind that there’s nothing official yet. Allegations are allegations, and it doesn’t do anyone any favors to pretend they’re actual charges. Obviously, a Broadway production is top of mind for all of us—”

I wondered if that were true. It went without saying that performing on Broadway would be another dream come true for me—at one point it had been my biggest dream in the world—but we’d barely started rehearsing this production. While it would be a lie to say that shifting my image wasn’t a huge reason I’d been willing to anger my entire team to take this role, already it wasn’t what I thought of when I was in the middle of the work itself. In the best moments, the work was the work.

“—but no one needs to put that cart before the horse. And we’re seeing great buzz about the show and ticket sales, thanks to Princess Platinum here.”

I tried to smile faintly in no one’s direction, but Patrick was doing his best to make hard eye contact with me, so I gave in. It’s what I did. I looked grateful and absolutely unconcerned about anyone else, including myself. A villain and a good girl all rolled into one.

“Anyway, I know you’ve all been working very hard this week, and I thank you for that. I’ll get out of the way and turn things over to Rebecca.”

Patrick headed out of the room, waving as he went. I couldn’t imagine people were about to get fired en masse, but that hardly made me feel better. If it happened, it would just happen later, calls to people’s reps tonight, people with less power like Kathleen or Ashlee suddenly out of work, a different cast who’d already been lined up, in by tomorrow, maybe next week at latest. And me, the company member who deserved the role least, who was only hired to lure people to the theatre, or because an old man thought he’d get to fuck me—I’d still be here.

“So it’s been a morning, huh,” Rebecca said once Patrick had closed the door behind him. “I don’t know about all of you, but I certainly haven’t been in this situation before.”

Something like a murmur circled the room, a group response of recognition. I liked how Rebecca did it, took charge of the room but still made herself one of us.

“We met only a few times over the years, but I think it’s safe to say that Geoffrey Gordan and I have our fair share of differences,” Rebecca continued. “That said, he did a hell of a job putting this company together. I think that we’ve already started to find something pretty great, and I hope that all of you agree. I personally can’t wait to see where we end up.”

The entire room seemed to exhale as one.

Rebecca gestured to the table. “So let’s get this pushed back, make some space. We’re ready to get into it, yeah?”

I hopped up and placed my hands on the table.

“Violation,” Michael said, and I immediately put my hands up.

“Sorry,” I said. “Rebecca said—”

“No, sorry, it’s been a bad morning and that was an even worse joke,” Michael said. “Go for it, Tess. Move the table.”

I took a sip of herbal tea and did just that.

To say that rehearsing a play at the Jaffe was different than rehearsing a play at Applewoods Summer Theatre was like saying shooting Vindicators was different than shooting a video of Rosie on my iPhone. We had table reads, but hardly with the luxury of time that Hometown’s schedule gave us. Our director, Matt—yes, the same director for the entire summer’s run of shows—gave us an impossibly short amount of time to get through the script once, and then we were on our feet working through it.

Everyone at Applewoods had been young. Everyone in the cast, that is. The design team, the administration, even Matt—they were as old as my parents, and I had old parents! The cast, though, were mostly fresh out of college, like me, or a year or two removed, like Rebecca. There were hookups and instant relationships and all the guys with girlfriends back home who were having emotional affairs with single Applewoods girls. Me, secretly drunk in love. It seemed impossible we’d be able to accomplish anything that had to do with something other than our messy love lives, but then we’d sit down with the next script, and none of that mattered. The play really was the thing.

Going from the table to the moment we pushed it out of the way and began staging was always one of my favorite parts of the entire process. I liked how safe the table read felt—back then, at least! But once we were on our feet, interacting with each other in our whole bodies, not just our voices, the magic really swept in.

And despite everything—everything—I hoped that would happen today. Yes, on one hand my participation in this play was a shallow bid to change how the world thought of me. The indie film I’d poured so much of my heart into hadn’t shaken things up as much as I’d hoped. Vindicators 4 seemed like more of a done deal the more my team talked about it. Hometown needed to move the needle, because my team hardly seemed eager to brainstorm other ideas despite how often I’d directly asked.

On the other hand, though, my career couldn’t have been further from my mind. It was theatre that had brought me to acting in the first place. Sure, it’d been a grade school production of Alice in Wonderland and then leading roles all four years of high school. It had been my drama teacher Ms. Hutchinson who’d pulled me aside one day during junior year and asked what my college plans were. At that point Andy was a senior and struggling with his SAT scores and applications, the first one in our immediate family to apply to college. I knew if he couldn’t get into a good undergrad program that there was no hope of my parents letting me head off to New York or New Haven or Pittsburgh, so I asked if Ms. Hutchinson could help both of us. Andy got into Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville, only an hour drive and not terrifying to my parents, and a year after him I was off to Juilliard, a two-and-a-half-hour flight and a lot more terrifying, but they didn’t stop me. Back then, nothing could stop me.

I’d moved to LA because I thought booking film or TV might be the only way I’d pay back my massive student loans. Like Andy’s post-college strategy, it was embarrassingly naïve, except that, like Andy’s plan, it had worked. I’d assumed I’d still do theatre, but that wasn’t the path my career took. Now, in this rehearsal space, blue spike tape outlining the stage on the floor, I could have burst into tears that I’d found my way back.

“I have thoughts on how I’d like to begin,” Rebecca said, standing in the middle of the circle of actors. “But I really want this to be collaborative. If you have an impulse to try something, please just try it. If what I’m asking you to do feels wrong, tell me.”

“If I may,” Michael said, of course. “Sometimes—”

“Let’s keep moving for now,” Rebecca said. “I want to work through the whole script. We’ll start pulling out pieces eventually, but for now I’m excited to barrel through.”

Rebecca gestured to me. “Gardner, it’s you alone onstage when the curtain rises. I know we both feel that Casey starts the show with a feeling of strength, determination, the satisfaction of a plan coming together. Let’s have you front and center, facing the audience. Michael, Kathleen, Henry, Ashlee, I want to keep you offstage, until she finishes her monologue, then from—let’s say stage left—move with purpose toward her. The word I keep coming back to is swarm. This is an invasion of her space. Right away let’s feel how you’ve undercut her, even if we’re not there yet story-wise.”

I found my place and squared back my shoulders, letting my body find where I ended and Casey began. It would have been a lot easier to let go of myself if Rebecca hadn’t called me Gardner, but I knew that well-adjusted people didn’t internally fall to pieces because their ex-girlfriend was nearby, was effortlessly competent, was upsettingly attractive.

“Here, do you mind …?” Rebecca stepped up behind me, gently guided me closer to the imaginary front of the stage. I employed every acting method I’d ever learned to ensure that I didn’t physically react to the light touch of her hand on my upper arm. “Great. Whenever you’re ready.”

“I can’t believe they’re all right outside this door. I can’t believe I invited them.”

“You’re a little quiet,” Rebecca said.

“Film actors are always too quiet,” Michael said. “And TV. When I did Rosencrantz and Guildenstern with—”

“OK,” Rebecca said, which somehow stopped him. If I’d felt less like an idiot I would have made pointed eye contact at Kathleen. I had no idea how I’d been too loud at the table read and why my voice now disappeared into the same room.

I took a breath and looked to Rebecca. “Should I start over?”

“No, keep going,” she said with a smile I chose to read as encouraging. “I like where you’re starting. Just get louder.”

So I did, and before long my short monologue was over and the rest of the cast had joined me in the outline of our stage. Hometown was about confronting your past, shaking loose the pieces that you tried to walk away from but couldn’t let go of, the power that trauma could hold over generations. But unlike so many of the family-confrontation-around-a-kitchen-table plays I’d seen, Hometown was sharply, endearingly, painfully funny. I’d never know Geoffrey Gordan’s true motives for casting me, but it was impossible he’d been aware that I’d left my small town and most of my family behind, too. Casey might have been working through the aftermath of a place’s shared trauma—which made whatever I was running from seem small-stakes—but, god, I felt it.

Also, obviously, I felt it more because Rebecca was here, because Applewoods had never felt so close, because speaking words about acknowledging unspoken truths made me acutely aware of everything I never said, everything I never would.

“That was good,” Rebecca said when we’d gotten through the first scene. “Do we think we can get all of you in the kitchen? The designers will be back tomorrow, we can give them a slightly less chaotic full run-through. I have a feeling decisions made by people before I was involved might give us some logistical problems, but let’s find out.”

We filed into the smaller taped-off area and laughed.

“Wow,” Kathleen said. “Look at how close we’re all getting.”

“Do you hate this?” Rebecca asked us. She glanced at Kevin. “Honestly, I love the visual of Casey literally trapped in the middle of her family.”

“It feels like every time my parents come to visit me in my studio,” Kevin said, and Rebecca nodded emphatically.

“Exactly. If you’re all good being up in each other’s space to this degree, let’s see how it goes.”

Michael spoke his lines directly into the back of my head, which was honestly so funny that I nearly broke immediately. If he was an asshole, at least I could admit he was a talented one. And I sensed how we all felt it—well, not that Michael was an asshole, Kathleen was definitely on my side there but I couldn’t read Henry or Ashlee. But there was an energy between us, moving together as these characters—as this family. Rebecca’s presence, too—watchful, but I’d stopped fearing her judgment. As far as the play went, at least.

We rarely got real rehearsals on set, and so often we were being plucked from our separate trailers. Thanks to CGI we might not even be in the same space! To be in this room, even with Michael’s breath on the back of my head, even with my every movement under Rebecca’s focused gaze, I remembered more and more why this was special. When we broke for lunch, the whole cast crowded into two tables next to each other, and I felt the satisfaction of getting through the whole play permeating the air.

“Are you eating the same thing again?” Henry asked me, which made me laugh.

“You can’t comment on what people eat,” Ashlee said, with a worried glance in my direction. Ashlee was definitely in the group of people who did not plan on making eye contact with me unless the work entailed it.

“Look,” I said, and laughed some more. Look again? Good thing to know that when I let my walls down a little I got saltier. “I didn’t make a giant piece of salmon not to have leftovers all week.”

“You sound like my mother,” Henry said.

“Ouch,” Kathleen and I said together.

“Not age-wise,” he said quickly. “Leftovers-wise.”

“No personal chef?” Michael asked, because of course he did.

“Only when I’m getting ready to become Princess Platinum,” I admitted. “And they’re less of a chef and more of a nutritional expert who works with my trainer to make sure I’m having enough protein and skipping carbs.”

“I’m not sure I’d do any of it if it meant skipping carbs,” Kathleen said.

“They don’t put the carbs part in the contract,” I said. “Actually, before the first movie—the night before my first training session, I’d completely forgotten about this—my brother and best friend took me out for a carbs crawl, you know, like a pub crawl but in search of carbs instead of drinks. Though obviously we did that too. Fries, garlic bread, potato pancakes. It had bachelorette party vibes except that I wasn’t committing to one person, just protein.”

“Honestly, that’s a much scarier commitment,” Kathleen said. “And that’s coming from a divorced person!”

“I was going to say,” Michael said, deadpan, and we burst into shocked laughter. Mine, at least, was shocked. Still, I’d take it. I’d take all of this. Maybe somehow I’d come home after all.




Chapter 8

Jealous of Bags

The Dodgers were playing the Mets at Citi Field on Sunday, which meant that the game started early, Pacific Time. Andy arrived twenty minutes before the first pitch was scheduled, like usual, and Rosie greeted him with additional enthusiasm, i.e., higher-than-usual jumps straight up into the air, wiping out a little each time she landed. Her reaction was partially because she loved Andy so much and partially because he’d brought a tray of barbequed chicken.

“I was going to ask you how your weekend’s been,” I said, taking the tray from him and carrying it to the oven so we could keep it on low heat. “But I guess this is my answer.”

“Nah, I shot some hoops yesterday morning,” he said, which was usually his answer when I inquired about his personal life. I had no room to talk; I had one close friend, a brother, a dog, and a professional team. Still, Andy wasn’t famous! He was handsome and feminist and owned his own business and was kind to dogs, supposedly all the things Aisha said were impossible to find in men these days. There was no reason he shouldn’t have a large group of friends and a devastatingly beautiful wife. I worried more than sometimes that my life had doomed him to similarly lonely circumstances.

“How do you feel about our chances today?” I asked, tossing him a beer from the fridge and getting a LaCroix for myself.

“I’m not going to jinx anything,” he said, as we walked to the living room where the pregame coverage was already rolling. “Could be a good game. Could make the playoffs feel like more of a sure bet. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

Baseball had been a big deal in our house growing up. Living about halfway between St. Louis and Chicago meant that local alliances were torn. Once Andy and I moved to LA, we decided to compromise and choose the Dodgers as our new team. We went in hard. His phone’s lockscreen was still a photo he’d taken from the field at Dodger Stadium the day that, thanks to a Vindicators 2 publicity blitz, I’d gotten to throw out the first pitch.

Andy and I might have had an unshakeable bond, but we never talked about that. The Gardners were not much about feelings, so it was good that we had baseball. (And it was very good that I hadn’t messed up that first pitch, or I’d still be hearing about it today.)

“Aisha coming over?” Andy asked as I sat down on the other end of the sofa.

“Probably not,” I said. “You know how she feels about sports.”

“OK, sure,” Andy said. “How’s the play?”

“Good, maybe?” I took a sip of my seltzer and patted my lap for Rosie to join me. “We’re working through it already, like on our feet, acting out the whole thing. It feels so good. I kind of forgot how magical this part is.”

Andy didn’t look away from the sportscasters’ chatter. “So you’re … OK?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m OK.”

“Good,” he said quickly. “That director’s …”

“What?” I asked, wondering what words he was afraid to fill in. The truth was I was afraid to fill them in too.

“I dunno,” he said. “She’s being nice to you and all?”

“Very nice,” I said, though I didn’t know a way to tell him about the herbal tea. “She doesn’t care, I guess. It’s been a long time.”

“I guess that’s good,” Andy said. “I googled her.”

Join the club. “Yeah?”

“She’s tall,” he said with a shrug, like he didn’t know what else to say about the acclaimed lesbian director his sister used to sleep with.

“Five-ten,” I said, and immediately wished I hadn’t.

“Do you think it’s weird,” he began, and I sat up very straight, “that both of you ended up so successful?”

“Oh,” I said, considering it. “I’m not surprised she’s successful. She was really talented, and she’s ambitious, even if we’re not supposed to say things like that about women. And she’s also very—tall. But of course I’m aware that many people are talented and ambitious and tall, and they’re not swooping in to save important productions. And, sure, a lot of people want what I have and …”

“Yeah,” he said. “See? It’s weird.”

I tossed a tennis ball across the room for Rosie. She sprang after it but got distracted about three-quarters of the way there. “Andy, it doesn’t have to be a thing. I shouldn’t have said anything the other night—”

“No,” he said, turning to glance at me. “What have I always said?”

“Dogs don’t have uncles,” I mimicked.

“No, shut the fuck up,” he said, while I cracked up. “I’ve got your back.”

“I know,” I said softly.

Andy stood up. “I’m gonna bring in snacks before the game starts. Seems too early for chicken. You want popcorn?”

“Yes, please. Rosie, go help your uncle.”

Rosie hopped up and rushed to Andy’s side. He shot me a look before heading out of the room. “You’re not funny.”

I was early the next morning for rehearsal, and Rebecca walked in at the same time I made my way through the lobby. I slowed down for her as if this was normal and not the most confusing relationship of my life—not that I could call it a relationship, good lord.

“Hey,” Rebecca said. She was in a T-shirt over plaid pants, high-top sneakers and tortoiseshell glasses accessorizing the whole thing on top of her ever-present minimal-but-obviously-luxury gold jewelry and an iced espresso dripping with condensation. I thought about Andy calling her tall like he didn’t know how else to compliment a woman I found attractive—I’d found attractive—and grinned to myself.

“What?” Rebecca asked, so perhaps the grin hadn’t been received by me only.

“Nothing,” I said in my breeziest tone. “I see you figured out your coffee situation.”

I’d managed not to say a word about the herbal tea, but this was just making and following up on conversation, wasn’t it? Normal stuff!

“I did, thank god. No offense to your no-caffeine lifestyle intended, but theatre doesn’t run without a healthy dose of espresso. And when I say theatre, I mean me.” She pointed to herself in a manner I did my best not to find adorable.

“Did you walk here?” I asked. “I noticed you always come in through the lobby.” Oh, god, what was I, her stalker?

Rebecca laughed, though, clearly not disturbed by my monitoring of her arrival location. “Which means I miss out on all the parking gossip.”

She paused at the elevator but didn’t press the button. “Yeah, I’m only about a mile away in the Arts District. It’s a story that’s both long and dull, so I’ll spare you the details.”

“I never mind details,” I said, though she might have simply been being too polite to tell me to mind my own business.

“Geoffrey Gordan didn’t need accommodations since he has a place here,” Rebecca said. “A fact I’m sure he used to negotiate an even higher salary. Most of DTA’s housing had already been assigned to the out-of-town cast and crew, and so I could get paid as much as possible, my agent negotiated the same situation for me. Let’s be honest, the same situation at probably a fraction of the cost.”

“Yeah,” I said, hating that we didn’t have to check to know it was true. Whenever I felt guilty for how much I’d gotten paid for Vindicators 1–3, I considered what I knew about my male co-stars’ salaries and felt a little cheated instead.

“The only wrinkle in the plan is that I’m staying with my ex-wife,” Rebecca said with an embarrassed sort of laugh, as a jolt rocked through me. “Of course I solved my housing problem in the most lesbian way possible.”

“Oh,” I said, looking around and hoping that no one else was as overly punctual as Rebecca and me. “I didn’t realize you were married.”

“It was a long time ago,” Rebecca said, using the same tone she’d dismissed our relationship with. “I was very young and stupid.”

“You were never stupid,” I said, holding her eye contact and then regretting what felt like a plea for—for something. Rebecca Frisch didn’t owe me anything.

“Gardner, I asked you to move in with me after six weeks,” she said, finally pressing the up button for the elevator. “You think I wasn’t ready to make an impetuous marriage decision with someone else?”

Maybe it should have been a gift, to find out that the terrible way you’d treated someone, your own villain origin story, had been but one in a series of small anecdotes for the other person, nothing more. I didn’t feel particularly fortunate, though.

The elevator doors slid open, and I followed Rebecca on.

“You don’t have to say anything in response,” she began, tucking her hair behind an ear, and I wondered how much worse this conversation could get. “But I do hope the cast is feeling better in general. What a fucking mess.”

“Yeah,” I said, recalibrating myself from the previous topic and trying to pretend it was as easy a change in subject for me as it was Rebecca. “It’s embarrassing. Just when I think I’m as clear-eyed as a person can be about the industry …”

“Gardner,” she said, her voice low and warm and familiar, “I hear you.”

“I already know all the reasons I’m probably here,” I said, watching the number display climb higher as we neared the rehearsal hall floor. “None of which have anything to do with my talent. And then to find out this and wonder—”

“No,” Rebecca said sharply, as the elevator doors parted. “Don’t let him take this from you. You’re here, you’re doing the work, and he’s not.”

She stepped out, but I stood there, stunned at Rebecca’s defense of me, Rebecca’s tone, Rebecca’s way of moving so smoothly through everything now. The elevator doors slowly closed, but I couldn’t shake myself out of the moment and the way her words made me feel like I was allowed to set aside all of my fears.

“Gardner?” Rebecca reached in so the doors popped back open. Her hand grasped me, fingers circling my wrist, and she pulled. “You OK?”

I all but flew out next to her, my tote smacking against her hip in the process. For the first time I found myself jealous of a bag. I was truly losing my mind.

“You’re late,” Kevin said to Rebecca, marching up to her with a pile of scripts and a nearly empty cup of what appeared to be cold brew.

“Gardner distracted me,” she said with a smile and a breezy tone. “I’m kidding, it’s terrible form to blame your cast. Even when they’re very distracting.”

“Oh, was she talking about leftovers again?” Kevin asked, and Rebecca cracked up.

“No, is that the standard topic?”

“I don’t talk about leftovers that often,” I said, even if maybe I talked about leftovers more than the average person. And I wasn’t even the average person!

“No, everyone likes it,” Kevin said quickly. “Literally I had no idea leftovers ever crossed celebrities’ minds.”

Rebecca grinned and raised her eyebrows in my direction. “Gardner’s full of surprises.”

Henry and Ashlee were already in the rehearsal hall, so I sat down next to them as Rebecca and Kevin sat down in the opposite corner of the giant room, where Stephanie and the rest of their team had already settled.

“You look nervous,” Henry said. “What did Kevin and Rebecca say to you?”

“Oh, nothing,” I said, Gardner’s full of surprises and Don’t let him take this from you circling my brain. The way Rebecca’s mouth moved a split second before she smiled. “It’s unrelated nervousness.”

“Everything OK?” Ashlee asked, and waved as Kathleen arrived.

Why had I copped to nervousness at all? What was I supposed to say, that I’d buried my gayest feelings and gotten through life more successfully than most, but now that my ex-girlfriend—oh by the way, Rebecca is my ex-girlfriend—was talking to me six days a week, something inside me felt poised to—

“How was everyone’s day off?” Kathleen asked. “I got it in my head I should see the beach. Do y’all know how far away the beach is? I spent more time on the freeway than the sand. And a seagull stole my snacks.”

I laughed. “Welcome to Los Angeles.”

Michael walked in and took a seat with us. “Kathleen, your parking today is as crooked as it is left-leaning.”

“Just like my politics,” she said, which made everyone laugh, including Michael. “I’m sorry. If Tess isn’t down there to help me, I’m just fucked.”

“Employing A-list talent to park your car doesn’t seem like a tenable solution,” Michael said.

“I don’t pay her,” Kathleen said with a scoff.

“I like doing it!” I said. “I never got to be on Inside the Actors Studio but I would have said that the other profession I’d want to try is valet.”

“Tess,” Michael said with a pained expression on his face, “that’s the most insane thing I’ve ever heard a person say.”

“It’s a good job!” I said. “You’d always have cash!”

We were now all laughing so hard that Rebecca, Kevin, and Stephanie glanced in our direction for a moment before turning back to each other. It was almost impossible to think that a week before, most of us didn’t even know each other, and here we were in practically a pile of bodies shrieking with laughter.

My phone rang, and when I saw Exemplar’s office number, I excused myself and stepped back into the corridor outside the rehearsal space.

“Hi, Ms. Gardner, it’s Benjamin, I have Joyce for you if you’re available for a quick call?”

“Sure, thank you, Benjamin,” I said, and waited for the click over to Joyce’s line.

“Hi, Tess,” she said. “I hope I caught you before rehearsals.”

“Just barely. What’s up?”

“We’ve received your official offer for—well, there’s a new NDA in place, as you may have seen, and so we’re onto codename-only terms.”

The Vindicators series was so popular that once in production and before they were announced, titles were referred to only by their code names. Even our roles were by code name only, including on set. At the height of the Cold War, it was hard to imagine that the US and USSR were using tactics this clandestine.

“So we’ve received an offer for Plaid Thanksgiving,” Joyce said. “I think you’ll be very pleased, but I’d still like to see what else I can get for you.”

“Joyce, I’m still not sure that I want to do it.” I pictured myself at a curb, hopping into someone’s car and expertly parking it in a tightly packed lot. “It’s such a tremendous commitment—”

“I know that you don’t love to be on location for such long stretches, but I’m happy to figure out a way your schedule will allow for some trips back, or perhaps your scenes stacked in a way to get you in and out faster.”

“That does sound better,” I said. “But there’s also the global publicity tour. The months of training I assume I’d have to start the second the play’s over.”

“Let me stress,” Joyce said, “I think you’ll be very happy with the offer.”

She quoted a number that was almost double what I’d been paid for the last one. It would have been nice to say that it didn’t matter to me, but there was something about such a large sum being attached to me. It … didn’t feel terrible.

“You don’t owe me an answer today, of course,” Joyce said in a casual tone like I wasn’t certain I could do brunch or not. “Let me see what else I can shake out of Pantheon’s pockets.”

“I should get back to rehearsals,” I said, seeing movement within the room. “Keep me updated.”

“Will do. And congratulations, Tess.”

“Thank you,” I said, infusing my voice with gratitude that I didn’t feel. “Talk soon.”

I ended the call and realized that Verne was walking into the rehearsal room at the same time I was, and wondered what they’d heard. Joyce would have murdered me if she knew I’d taken her call in a wide-open space like a corridor. There was no denying that this past week had made me sloppy.

“I’m getting some content,” Verne said, holding up the two phones. I still honestly didn’t fully understand their system. “Are you ready to go?”

“Oh, uh—”

“Tess Gardner,” they said, “are you excited for the second week of rehearsals?”

I beamed at the phones. Doling out attention on red carpets had made me an expert with multiple cameras at once. “I’m genuinely more excited about this than anything else in my life right now.”

Verne frowned. “Maybe take it down a notch.”




Chapter 9

Herbal Tea Dates

I met Erica for coffee midweek, near the theatre so I could head to rehearsal after. It was a small shop tucked almost behind an apartment complex, and we took a seat outside where the outdoor space combined with the sounds of traffic created a protective bubble of privacy.

“I have some news that should make you happy,” Erica said once we’d gotten through all of our standard small talk.

I blew on my tea and tested its heat against my lips. For some reason this felt familiar, but I was too nervous about whatever Erica deemed good news that I let the thought go.

“There’s new buzz about the play thanks to the whole scandal,” Erica said, and I frowned.

“Maybe let’s not say thanks to.”

“Sure! Due to the scandal. The Times was much more amenable to a feature about you—about you in the show, really. They’ll send a journalist to interview you soon, and then follow up again when you’re in previews so that they can include rehearsal photos as well as performances.”

“The focus will be Hometown?” I asked. “Not Vind—not Plaid Thanksgiving?”

“You know that I can’t keep talk of a beloved series out of your press,” Erica said. “But, yes, the focus will be you, your role in this show, your love of the arts, blah blah. Though be wary of the whole Geoffrey Gordan thing. He hasn’t been officially charged with anything—”

“The New York Times piece was pretty well-sourced,” I said, and Erica frowned.

“That’s a great example of something not to say to Annie during your interview. Stay positive but remember that we can’t be sure where alliances are currently, so it’s good to be as neutral as possible.”

“I mean, it’s not an artistic disagreement or something,” I said, and Erica frowned further. I knew it was serious because she’d told me multiple times that she hated testing the limitations of her Dysport injections. “He bullied women into—”

“He allegedly bullied women,” she said. “So until that’s a surer thing, let’s just leave that kind of talk out of it, all right? The producers have stressed that they have a lot resting on the future of this show, and no one knows whose future that is. Which means it would be best if you didn’t gush too much about the female director either.”

“You can just say director,” I grumbled, and then pretended I hadn’t said it or grumbled, two very off-brand actions for Professional Actress Tess Gardner.

Erica either hadn’t heard or hadn’t cared. “I already reached out to schedule your hair and makeup later this week so you’re set for photos at rehearsal. Though please dress—” She eyed my tank top, jeans, and broken-in ankle boots. “I’ll call Molly too.”

“No, I don’t need a stylist for a rehearsal outfit. I’ll wear newer jeans and shoes you won’t hate.”

“No one looks good in flats, Tess,” she said.

“You must realize that isn’t true,” I scoffed, though I knew I’d have to at least show up in a pair of wedge heels for the photographer. It was awful, ungrateful even to resent my incredibly fortunate life, but when I wasn’t even allowed to pick out my own clothes I wanted to scream. “Thank you, though. This is perfect.”

“You’re also needed for a donor dinner next week,” Erica said. “You’ll be able to talk to old rich people for an entire meal about your love of the stage, smell of greasepaint, roar of the crowd, what have you.”

“I know you’re being sarcastic, but I’d love to talk about theatre for that long,” I said. “And I know that realistically I’ll actually spend at least half that time posing like Princess Platinum so they can send selfies to their grandkids, and that’s also fine. I’m happy to do it.”

“I’m aware you’re under the impression that we don’t care about what you want,” Erica said. “But we all want the same thing, which is whatever’s best for you.”

I didn’t want to point out that it wasn’t that simple when we perhaps deeply disagreed on what was best for me.

“Gardner?”

Erica looked around like she might have to pull double duty as a publicist-slash-assassin, but I did my best to casually wave my hand.

“It’s someone I know,” I said, and turned to see Rebecca walking toward us. Her dark hair gleamed under the morning sun, and her button-down was a dazzling white, casually tucked into a pair of cropped blue pants over her regular loafers. Every day she got up and looked that good, looked exactly—I presumed—how she wanted to.

“How’d you find this place?” she asked with a grin.

“Celebrity Yelp, obviously.” I cracked up, though Erica looked weary from this already. “Erica, this is Rebecca Frisch, she’s directing—”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Erica stood to shake Rebecca’s hand. “Erica Strickland. It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too.” Rebecca glanced at me. “I should grab my coffee and head over. Did you drive?”

“It’s a long story,” I said, instead of explaining the complex Los Angeles logistical problem Erica and I solved with my car stowed away in the DTA garage and an Uber Black ride with multiple stops.

“OK,” Rebecca said and headed inside with a casual wave.

Erica and I chatted a bit more about the logistics of my first interview later in the week, and I found myself standing up once Rebecca was back outside with her drink.

“I’ll walk over with you,” I said. “If you don’t mind.”

“Of course not,” Rebecca said. “It was nice to meet you, Erica.”

Erica shot me a look, as our meeting had not yet technically concluded, and also, walking, in Los Angeles?

“It was lovely to meet you, Rebecca,” Erica said. “Tess, I’ll give you a call later.”

“Perfect, I’ll be home by seven,” I said, and glanced at Rebecca. “I presume.”

“Gardner, I don’t know how long your commute is,” she said with a laugh, and I shrugged in Erica’s direction and caught up with Rebecca as best as I could, though a tall New Yorker’s natural speed was about double mine.

“Sorry,” she said, slowing down. “I’m getting used to the pace of this city. It does seem healthier. Apologies if I abruptly ended your coffee date. Herbal tea date.”

“Erica’s my publicist,” I said. “And that’s why the herbal tea tasted familiar. Do you think I have dates in the morning over herbal tea?”

“That sounds like the most Los Angeles sapphic date I can think of, to be honest,” she said, and I laughed.

“You aren’t wrong,” I said, as if I was a person who went on sapphic dates all of the time. Or ever. “I would never date Erica, though. She’s the meanest person on my team. Also very straight.”

“Yeah, obviously.” She took a sip of her iced espresso. “It’s hardly professional to give you shit during rehearsals, but we’re off-the-clock now, aren’t we?”

“I guess that we are.”

“It’s wild, huh,” she said, looking over at me as we walked west on Fourth Street toward Grand.

I felt like I’d swallowed everything to do with her and it had lodged in my throat. “What is?”

“You know,” she said with a shrug, looking less like the badass director and more like the girl I met back in time. “The two of us. Here.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking at my feet as I walked instead of making eye contact and perhaps revealing everything. It was so dangerous when you couldn’t even be sure of what everything entailed.

“I’m glad it’s you.” Her voice was sweet and soft around its edges, not a director leading a room but just Rebecca next to me again a million years later. “To be in this position and have you as the lead. I’m grateful.”

I kept my gaze fixed down, pulled out every acting method I’d ever studied, tried to form a response that kept my full truth to myself. The problem was that I didn’t know what my full truth even was these days. If I ever had.

“I’m grateful too,” I said, though, the words bubbling out of me almost without my permission. And, I realized, I was. No matter how much easier it would have been if I’d never seen Rebecca Frisch again, the thought was already impossible.

Kevin frowned when we reached the rehearsal room. “Are you going to blame Tess for distracting you again?”

“We ran into each other at Tilt.” Rebecca dug around in her bag and pulled out a pastry bag. “But look! It’s gluten-free!”

“Thanks,” he said, somehow taking the bag from her as he took out the muffin and bit into it. “It’s not terrible.”

“Small victories.” Rebecca grinned at me. “I was about to ask you if you had any gluten-free suggestions for poor celiac-riddled Kevin, but I have a feeling I already know what you’d suggest.”

Kevin tried to give us an exhausted expression as we laughed, but it was deeply undercut by him chomping on a muffin throughout, and then mumbling something, spraying crumbs on the floor, which only made us laugh more.

“Sorry, Kevin, whatever you’re saying, yes, let’s chat about today and tomorrow’s schedules,” Rebecca said, and I headed to the actors’ usual corner to wait for the rest of the company.

“Oh good,” Verne said, walking into the room, phones in their hands but not pointed outward yet, “you’re already here. Your content outperforms everyone else’s by … a lot. Can we film a few more things today?”

“Of course,” I said, getting up. “Now?”

“Now’s good,” they said in their standard monotone. If Verne was ever sarcastic I’d never know. Even when young people made me feel a thousand years old, though, I sort of loved feeling those generational differences. Plus there was the way I felt around queer people, safe in a way I didn’t always understand. If I kept it all so locked up, if I couldn’t risk being myself and keeping my life as it was—and all the people who depended on that life—why did it still bring me such joy to stand near them?

The rest of the cast rolled in while Verne filmed me, and I could tell from their posture, even sitting, that they were ready to film as soon as my turn was over. But then Verne thanked me and headed out without a look back. There was nothing else for me to do but join the group, but their conversation moved around me again, the way things had started. I told myself that I hadn’t killed all the closeness we’d already gained just because of a few pieces of social media content. Even for theatre people, that was a bit dramatic.

After rehearsal—and a call with Erica that barely covered anything other than our meeting earlier, but I didn’t end meetings with Erica Strickland, Erica Strickland decided when to end meetings with me—I did my best to spend as much time as possible with Rosie while I got ready. I was due at a dinner across town with several other actresses around my age and relative fame level, most of whom I knew.

I knew that real friendships were formed from these dinners—or dinners like them, all around town—but I felt as much like I was playing a role as I did when I was on set. Sometimes NDAs were joked about, but the truth was that I knew anything said was fair game. Even in the age of talent having access to their own social media accounts—to the great anguish of publicists—no one was as sloppy as to publicly air anyone else’s dirty laundry. Instead, there were unsourced rumors, unconfirmed reports, unsubstantiated tidbits dropped to the right receiver—showrunner, publicist, industry journalist. Maybe you said you were a little tired of your current role on a long-running network drama. Perhaps you alluded to a deal you were trying to sign. Sometimes it was as little as admitting you found someone attractive while being deeply embroiled with someone else. Blind items and phone calls and whisper networks ran Hollywood, and I’d been smart enough to sense that from the beginning of my career.

Still, even small things could get you in trouble. A few years back, it seemed like everyone at a group dinner begged me to bring Rosie to the next one, but several weeks after I did, a blind item popped up on Deuxmoi that a certain A-list superhero was so overly attached to her wheezing rescue dog that she couldn’t leave her at home for even one dinner party.

I was offended on both my behalf and Rosie’s. (Pugs can’t help wheezing! I almost typed in the comments from my own verified Instagram account a truly unhinged number of times.)

Tonight’s guests were basically the usual crowd, all actresses, five of us all together, the critically acclaimed one who’d already been nominated for an Oscar, the former child star who’d broken out in big-budget movies in her twenties, the former sitcom supporting cast member who dazzled in prestige TV hits, the musician who’d made a splashy film debut, and the Vindicator. Dinner was always a low-fat protein and a low-carb side, something green plus a big fancy salad, lots of wine even though these days it felt like at least half the industry was Cali-sober. A caterer or maid usually wheeled out a dessert at the end, and everyone would offer how delicious it looked but no they could never. Tonight’s fare specifically was barramundi with brown rice, roasted broccolini, and a massaged kale salad with an almond vinaigrette.

Even when I was hungry, even at a time like tonight when my diet wasn’t dictated by a nutritionist reporting directly to Pantheon, even when the food was delicious and healthy and everything I wanted, I never ate much. I did my best to avoid toxic diet culture but it was easier to eat light and fit in with everyone else, at least here in the moment. My social media was mainly controlled by my team, but since they thought that my cooking content was on-brand, I shared as often as I could about food, how I loved making it for the people I cared about, and of course that I loved eating. Loving eating being some kind of brave stance was ridiculous, but at least I was aware of it?

These meals, though, were barely about the food—even though the barramundi in particular was delicious and we all raved about it. I knew these types of hangouts existed before Instagram and TikTok, but there often seemed to be some kind of angle to it. Some of these friendships had been formed for real—I’d co-starred with two people here, and we’d gotten along fine—but there was such a sensation of engineering to the whole thing, no realer than the times Erica had arranged me to very publicly date someone whose movie’s target audience overlapped ideally with mine. It looked good for all of us to know each other, and so we did. All five of us were dressed like we were at a pap-heavy restaurant, not sitting around a real person’s dining room table, and that was because an assistant was here snapping candid photos we could share later. Sometimes sponsorships got mixed up into it, too, and so tonight the assistant was also making sure the label not-so-coincidentally on every bottle of wine on the table was featured prominently in as many shots as possible.

Sometimes real life was elaborate sponcon. Not that it wasn’t also real life! I’d certainly slapped a sponsored hashtag on a post before, gotten freebies for myself and Aisha while we performed friendship on the grid. It didn’t prohibit actual feelings, actual friendship! Here, though, I’d never felt like I could let my guard down. Other people grappled with it better, knowing exactly how much to let out and keep in. Meanwhile I sat there unsure in engineered social situations of what safely kept my name out of other people’s mouths, and therefore gave them only Professional Actress Tess Gardner, nothing more.

The thing was, though, that people loved Professional Actress Tess Gardner! I had plenty of anecdotes ready to go, practically good enough for talk show fodder. I knew when to laugh at jokes, and I knew when to look deeply earnest and heartfelt. I knew how to look deeply earnest and heartfelt! I could command attention of a table, and I could disappear so much that people’s gazes slipped right off of me. And, of course, I knew the exact amount to eat that no one perceived my having an appetite at all.

Tonight, though, I was hungry. Being on my feet so much during rehearsals required a different level of energy than being on set, and I didn’t think much about it. My appetite was in charge, and, for once, I left feeling satisfied. (I even took one bite of panna cotta.)

Still, I’d developed a coping mechanism for the whole light dinner thing as well as the not being myself thing, which meant that even so, after I headed out with the others (never the first or last to leave), thanking the hostess on my way to the door and congratulating her for a deal announced recently in the trades, I walked to my car (“It’s so weird you don’t use a car service,” one actress said every time she saw me take out my keys, and tonight she added, “You must burn a lot of energy doing theatre!”) and drove home to pick up Rosie before safely buckling her into her car harness and hopping back on the 5 Freeway.

I drove north, past Burbank, into the suburbs, through the sections where the road twisted with the mountains. The car could be pushed to high speeds and handle the curves, but I was also a big believer in safety and avoiding the public embarrassment of a speeding ticket. My eyes were on the blacktop ahead of me, my music was up, and it was easy to let the rest of the world fall away. And once it was gone, I took the next exit, found the southbound entrance ramp to circle back toward home, and stopped off at the nearest In-N-Out. My order rarely changed: a vanilla milkshake and fries—the milkshake mainly for me, the fries mainly for Rosie.

And by the time we arrived home, I felt like myself again.




Chapter 10

Extreme Ghosts

With everything going on regarding the play, it practically didn’t make sense that I was eager to get there every morning—and not only because sometimes I arrived as Rebecca did and had a few moments that felt—well, not charged, that was ridiculous. Though I did. Still, they were long days. After our latest full run-through, a week and a half into rehearsals, first thing in the morning, Rebecca and team had started peeling off single scenes. Since I was in almost every scene, there was a lot for me to do, even when it was my scene partners being asked to try something new while I kept going.

Rebecca had a way of watching us perform, a clear gaze open to what she experienced, that gave me a level of comfort. Of course, I wanted to make her happy—I always wanted to make my directors happy—but her demeanor told me there was no single right answer. Everyone else made me fearful of trying something too big, too small, too different. But somehow never Rebecca.

I lingered for a moment when we broke for lunch so I could fill up my water bottle there instead of waiting for everyone in the lounge to do the same. When I turned to head out, I nearly smacked into Rebecca as she walked up.

“Wow, crazy running into you at a place like this,” she said, laughing and placing her hand on my shoulder as if to steady me. I pretended it didn’t feel like an electrical current flooding my system. “Come here often?”

“Stop,” I said, which was how I felt, Do not even pretend to flirt with me, Rebecca Frisch, because I broke your heart and also you’re upsettingly gorgeous and up close smell like a dizzying whirl of spiced florals, but hardly a healthy way to respond.

Rebecca stepped past me to fill her water bottle, and I realized why this felt so off-kilter—well, an additional reason.

“I’ve never actually seen you drink water,” I said. “Just coffee.”

“I know, I know, it’s terrible,” she said with a little groan that made me feel a little … well, a little something. “I’m very bad at it when I’m working. And honestly not great the rest of the time, either.”

The little groan was still echoing in my head and so I had no response, but I supposed that was fine because Rebecca merely laughed and pretended to elbow me to get by, and I headed to the lounge in a daze. Henry was grumbling about Rebecca—the same open curiosity I’d appreciated in her demeanor was apparently not taken the same way by everyone—that he had no idea what she wanted from him.

I didn’t get into it with Henry, though, nor did anyone else. So far the only cast member who’d annoyed me was Michael, and I had empathy for the uncertainty that went hand in hand with acting. When I was on set, especially as Princess Platinum, the crew’s focus was usually on nailing special effects more so than nailing a performance. Every time I was shepherded back to my trailer I’d sit there, alone, texting Aisha, scrolling through photos of Rosie, reading a novel, and wondering if what the team had spent countless sums of money to capture had been what they expected. Unless a director was screaming Yes, yes, exactly like that! in your face, did you ever feel like you truly knew if you were delivering what they wanted?

I wasn’t sure that it was Rebecca’s responsibility to ensure that Henry felt properly guided, but even if it had been approximately a million years since I’d done theatre, I knew the cast was a team. I wasn’t here to defend the director.

There was also obviously the inconvenient element of whatever Rebecca and I were. Which was nothing, but people must have noticed the times we’d coincidentally arrived together, the tone Kevin used when he jokingly accused Rebecca of being distracted by me. None of it meant anything but I’d been conducting my personal life with the sole aim of avoiding standing out. I’d be a fool not to realize I was shining a small spotlight upon myself.

I’d invited Andy and Aisha over for dinner. By the time I got home, they were both in the backyard with Rosie, who ignored them immediately when I stepped outside. Dogs were hardly a tough crowd, but it still warmed my heart every single time Rosie looked at me like I was the greatest thing to ever exist.

“You look tired,” Aisha said.

“Yikes,” I said, as Andy said, “Harsh.”

“Sorry, no, just that it looks like it was a long day,” she said.

I gestured to the patio door. “If we’re going to eat at a decent hour, I need to start on dinner.”

“I don’t need to eat at a decent hour,” Aisha said. “Andy? You in a rush?”

“Nope,” he said. “Take your time.”

I sighed and sat down on the lawn next to Rosie. Andy and his team had designed my backyard to keep it drought-friendly; between LA’s regular weather and climate change, I couldn’t justify the lush green grass I’d grown up playing in. Still, they’d worked in a small section of greenery, and Rosie and I agreed that it was the best spot.

“How’s the show?” Aisha asked, though she glanced at Andy and not me.

“It’s good,” I said, scratching between Rosie’s ears. “Not as good as you, but what is?”

“I assume you’re talking to Rosie and not me,” Aisha said.

“Correct,” I said with a laugh. “No offense implied.”

“Oh, I know the drill.”

“Maybe I’ll just start on dinner,” I said, not waiting for a response as I walked back inside, Rosie at my heels. Nothing was out of the ordinary, but I knew Aisha or Andy could bring up Rebecca or related items at any given moment, and I preferred having something to do instead of pretending to relax.

Aisha walked inside a few minutes later, as I was still pulling ingredients out of the refrigerator. “Everything OK in here?”

“Sure,” I said, getting out a colander for rinsing the herbs and veggies. “I just thought maybe you two wanted time without me there.”

Aisha raised an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Sorry, no, I just still feel weird about everything and—”

“No,” she said, sharply. So sharply Rosie voiced her opposition. “Relax, girlie, I’m trying to talk some sense into your mom here. Bark at her, not me!”

Aisha stood next to me, reaching for a brush and gently scrubbing vegetables alongside me. We worked silently until everything was ready to go.

“I thought we were cool,” Aisha said as I pulled out a package of chicken breasts from the fridge. “You know that I love you, and that nothing has changed since I found out you’re—sorry, is there a word you prefer to use?”

“No,” I said. “No word. There was Rebecca and that doesn’t need its own word.”

Not that I hadn’t considered it. I’d rolled them all around in my brain, wondering if one would feel right. Terrified, sometimes, that one would feel right. I could still hear it, sharp and recent, even though it had been all the way back at Applewoods, a couple weeks into the summer. Cory Pennington, the kind of generically handsome that convinced people to take him seriously and my least favorite member of the company, drinking Natty Lite and sexually harassing girls under the guise of flirtation. What’s your fuckin’ deal, he’d yelled, and I remembered how we’d all looked around a bit—the Natty Lites had been easy to come by and no one was exactly sober—before determining his question was aimed at my roommate Rebecca. Which of these guys are you trying to fuck? She’d stared at him, and I remembered how my heart had surged forward in my chest, like it was racing to catch her before this talented, kind girl who I already counted as a friend could be humiliated by an arrogant fool. It had been easy to hear what was unsaid in his words, that Cory considered them all well out of her league, that merely the idea was hilarious. I’m a lesbian, she’d said, though, with something of a confused expression. Like, you idiot, though she’d been too polite for that.

Aisha watched me trim the chicken with a pair of kitchen shears. “I’m sorry if it feels like I’m pushing you to feel fine and cool and comfortable because this isn’t a big deal to—sorry again, you know what I mean. I know it’s a big deal for you.”

I nodded, pushing aside the chicken fat to save for another recipe, grateful as always for Aisha’s seemingly never-ending well of empathy. “Thank you.”

“And I get that you think because of your career that you can’t come out—”

“It isn’t what I think,” I said.

“No, of course,” Aisha said quickly. “But this is me and you talking, not me and Professional Actress Tess Gardner.”

I snorted, and then Rosie made almost the exact same noise, and Aisha howled with laughter before I found myself joining in. She got out a bottle of Roussanne just as Andy wandered in, and he opened it while Aisha got out glasses and I heated oil in my favorite pan on the stovetop.

“You are desperate to leave the whole superhero comic book world behind, though, right?” Aisha asked, leaning against the counter next to me. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be some big thing. If you came out, it might align you with more of the career you actually want?”

“I know what you’re saying,” I said. “I can’t even imagine it, though.”

“It doesn’t have to be tomorrow or anything,” she said with a gentle smile. “I know this isn’t your favorite topic, but—Tess, things don’t have to be this way.”

“It would feel gross,” I admitted. “Doing it for career reasons. Like I’m weaponizing something I’m—it doesn’t feel like the right way.”

“No, of course, I hope you don’t think I meant it that way,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh my god, no, please don’t apologize,” I said. “Or sit there patiently while this white girl explains to her Black best friend about how prejudiced Hollywood can be.”

“No, tell me more about the unequal pressures of the industry,” she said with a laugh. “I just want you to be happy.”

“I promise,” I said, “I’m happy enough!”

“So may I ask?” Aisha’s tone was light but I knew that I was definitely not off the hook yet regarding this entire subject. “How’s everything going with Rebecca?”

“Confusing,” I said, instead of fine, which was certainly what I’d meant to say.

“Confusing how?” Aisha asked. “And do you want wine while you’re touching raw chicken?”

I did, so she held up my glass for me like a mom plying her child with alcohol. “It’s nothing. She’s just—she’s very nice. And she’s great at her job. Which doesn’t surprise me, but seeing someone in this new—anyway. It’s as if nothing that happened back then matters to her now, but also whenever the two of us are talking—”

“Oh,” Aisha said in a knowing tone.

“Don’t oh.”

“You still like her,” she said.

“I don’t!” Then I drank more wine from the glass as she held it, which wasn’t necessarily a forceful position from which to maintain a level of authority.

“She says she doesn’t,” Andy said, practically chugging his own glass. “Let’s leave it alone.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “For the record, though, it would be ridiculous to like her.”

“And you never do anything ridiculous,” Aisha said, basically pouring the rest of the glass into my mouth, an unfair tactic and even more unfair moment in which to employ it.

“You know what I mean.” I sighed. “Fine! She’s very attractive, which is annoying. That doesn’t mean that I like her. Though of course I like her professionally.”

“Of course,” Aisha said, and I chose to ignore her sarcasm.

“It’s only that—” I stopped, but reminded myself that these were the two people who were there for me no matter what. “She’s so kind. She’s funny, like, so funny. She’s thoughtful. And—and I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense how normal it feels and also how I did what I did and she can be like this to me now.”

“It was a long time ago,” Aisha said. “Remember how Andy ghosted that poor girl who works at Lassens? She got over it before too long.”

“I didn’t ghost her!” Andy said. “I told her I’d see her around. That gets the message across, doesn’t it?”

“I didn’t just ghost Rebecca,” I said. “No, I guess that’s what I did. A large-scale ghosting. The kind you can’t take back.”

“It was over ten years ago.” Andy leaned against the counter. “Whatever happened, people get over stuff. And you’re working together. It necessitates it, right? You’re both adults.”

“Right,” I said.

“What aren’t you saying?” Aisha asked me and poured more wine. Into my glass first, then into my mouth. I wasn’t even touching the chicken anymore, but I didn’t point that out. Sometimes it was nice to be taken care of.

“Nothing,” I said, instead of everything.

“You two need so much therapy,” Aisha said.

Andy shook his head. “How’d I get pulled into this?”

“Can we please just go back two weeks, and you two act like I never told you anything about Rebecca?” I asked. “Or myself?”

They both gave me their eyebrows-extremely-high concerned looks again.

“A lot of people would kill for my life,” I said, carefully adding chicken to the medium-high pan. “No one gets everything they want.”

At the Applewoods hangout that night, approximately one million years ago, after Cory had mocked Rebecca and after Rebecca had made Cory look like an idiot, with that beautifully delivered I’m a lesbian, everyone had laughed. It was clearly at Cory’s expense, thank god, and things had moved on. Me, though, I couldn’t stop thinking about the way she’d said it. It wasn’t only that she hadn’t been kowtowed by Cory—the opposite, if anything. It was how comfortable the word was for her, how certain she was of her identity.

When the night wrapped up, I’d stared at her in wonder the entire walk back to our dorm. We’d become friends so quickly that in some ways it felt like I was catching up from the whole thing—how we could never stop talking once the lights were out, how Rebecca wanted to hear everything about Juilliard from the masks to the speech and voice work to the Alexander Technique, and of course the way she’d handled herself that night like the most confident person I’d ever met. There were so many swaggering egos in acting, but underneath most of us were anything but. Rebecca, though, was made from something different.

I thought you knew, she’d said, because it must have been exceedingly obvious that I hadn’t. I’d unlocked our door in silence, and she’d waited behind me instead of filing in alongside me, as had been our usual since we’d arrived.

Is this weird for you? she asked. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable now.

I’d muttered something inane like I feel super comfortable! while shuffling around the room, pretending to suddenly find the window and the closets fascinating. Rebecca had laughed but there’d been a note of something else, and I knew that it was my fault. But I also couldn’t figure out why I kept straightening things, brushing aside dust, finding excuses to keep moving.

Tess, she’d said, because we hadn’t known each other well enough yet for her to call me anything else. Are you drunk?

No, I’d said, because this had nothing to do with that, but also, yes.

Rebecca had laughed and walked over to stop me from continuing my loop around our room. Hey.

It was then that I knew, this thing I’d been running from. If I kept busy, I’d decided, I could hold it at bay. And it had been easy enough; boys always liked me and girls never seemed to know. Here, though, looking into Rebecca’s golden brown eyes, I didn’t want to run. It washed over me, like I’d been sent to another planet and thought I’d never meet anyone from back home. But there she was.

I am too, I’d said, and then, at least I think I am.

Her expression had shifted, and shifted again, and again, like my loop around the room putting my hands onto everything that didn’t matter. In the past I’d never kissed someone first, always been kissed, but I’d tried it, standing on my tiptoes and leaning into her. She’d curved into me and by the time our lips met it couldn’t have felt more like an idea we’d come up with together.

I’d felt greedy for her, a hunger that was brand-new. Rebecca kept letting me lead, even though I’d been sloppy and impatient and accidentally dropped her glasses on the floor when I yanked off her shirt like a horny idiot. I’d never been a horny idiot before was the thing. Rebecca had been so patient, though, as I flailed—both figuratively and a little literally. She hadn’t laughed when I’d confided I’d never had an orgasm and thought maybe I couldn’t, medically or whatever?, hadn’t even looked smug when she disproved that theory only a few minutes later.

In the morning I hadn’t known what to say to her, but then she’d rolled over and smiled at me, and all I wanted to say was everything. Applewoods made it easy, even inconspicuous, to be inseparable. We had so many responsibilities in addition to acting. During the day we helped paint sets and swept lobbies and taught local kids how to fake a punch. At night we performed in the play of the week. And even later at night, Rebecca and I had sex and talked about our childhoods and planned out our dreams, and before long she told me about the tiny apartment in Brooklyn that she split with three-to-five roommates, depending on everyone’s current romantic entanglements. A few weeks after that she suggested after the summer was over that I split that tiny bedroom with her—I only have a twin bed but we’ve made that work all summer—and up that total roommate number to four-to-six.

We were constantly busy, but when there’d been time for spare thoughts, I thought about that tiny bedroom, that twin bed. I thought about going back to New York, running into classmates at auditions and parties, telling them who I was. I thought about calling Andy and explaining that plans had changed and I was willing to blow up all my promises for a girl I’d known for weeks. I thought about how my parents voted and where they went to church and wondered if I could still come home every year for Christmas.

And then I’d climb into bed with the girl of my dreams and forget all of that, for at least several hours. Because the thing was that Rebecca was everything. She was funny and talented and had read all the books I’d read. She had strong opinions about theatre and storytelling and the way art could bring people together. She listened when I talked, told me I was beautiful, stole extra bags of Fritos whenever they showed up in the mess hall because I once had referred to them as my guilty pleasure. She was astonishingly, staggeringly, mind-bogglingly good in bed, or at least it felt like that to me, the girl with little experience and a determination to make up for lost time. I loved her and she loved me and I could add up all the happy moments in my entire life and none of them felt like this, to be loved by Rebecca Frisch.

When fall was nearer and Rebecca’s plans grew more concrete—I warned my roommates about you and all they said was you can’t keep your hair stuff in the bathroom, there’s not enough space—I kept starting conversations with Andy in my head. We’d had our LA plan for over a year, but also Andy would be fine without me. He would have been surprised, I knew, but he would have understood. I let myself daydream about introducing them. He would love Rebecca; she was so no-nonsense and competent and low-drama. She would ask him a million questions about plants and hang on to his every answer.

I never could get it together to call him, though. Typed Hey to him in Messages so many times, but never more, always backspaced. And when he texted his firmed-up plans to pick me up to take me home so we could finish packing for LA, I replied that I’d see him then.

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t leave a note. I didn’t text. I didn’t try to explain because I didn’t know how to explain. And then, like the biggest fucking coward in the entire world, I’d carried my things out while Rebecca was at lunch, waited for Andy’s truck, and rode back to Illinois like nothing had happened at all.




Chapter 11

Divas and Hags

Erica and Annie Besonen, the Times journalist, were waiting for me when I arrived at the theatre the next morning. As I was no stranger to a feature article, I strode through the lobby like I was playing a character. The story was always already being written.

I’d been up for hours. Erica had won out, and so my stylist, hair stylist, and makeup artist had arrived basically as soon as I was out of the shower. (Andy had taken Rosie the night before so that she could sleep in, undisturbed.) My look was some version of casual-theatre-rehearsal-chic; nothing was that different from yesterday if anyone merely glanced at me. But my waves had been lightly diffused into glossy symmetry, my barely-there makeup was actually about an eighth of an inch thick, and my casual jeans-and-a-T outfit had all been custom-tailored so that they hung off of me just so. Plus I’d been right about the wedge heels.

Annie and I chatted casually, Erica trailing us closely but not overtly so, as I took my usual path up to the rehearsal room. There was no running into Rebecca today, and even though I was well-aware it was for the best not to have that documented by the press, I felt a streak of disappointment to see that she was already settled in with Kevin and Stephanie.

Erica had cordoned off the lounge for the interview, and Kevin had confirmed earlier via text that the team knew I’d be getting started a little late. We kept the door open to keep it casual (casual was so important in Hollywood, terrible to be seen as too hardworking or wanting anything too much, especially if you were a woman), which meant I did my best to ignore the cast walking by and looking our way before heading into the rehearsal space.

“I can tell how much you love this world,” Annie said, after I’d gushed about my love of the theatre, in general, for long enough that Erica had given me a very discreet wrap it up gesture. “How’s it been being back onstage? It’s been since college for you, right?”

“Summer stock after college,” I corrected. “But, yeah, it’s been a long time. I’m thrilled to be back, and Hometown is such an incredible opportunity. The whole thing feels like—no pun intended—coming home.”

“I’m obviously going to be watching rehearsals today, but I’d love to hear from you what it’s been like, especially compared to your work in film.”

I nodded. “Not to disparage any of my film work, because I love love love making movies, but it can be really grueling too, to be away from home for months and then on set twenty hours a day where, you know, you’re trying to do something amazing in the forty-five seconds you’re actually acting on camera. And you never have this luxury of time rehearsing—it’s incredible to me how you end up with these brilliant moments anyway. But you know, it’s always this idea of catching lightning in a bottle. Here we’re, you know … spending our time creating better and better lightning, to belabor this already exhausting metaphor. The time we get to spend just digging into the material, it’s been a joy for me.”

“I know that when you were cast Hometown was to be directed by Geoffrey Gordan, before allegations came to light. How has it been working with his replacement, Rebecca Frisch?”

I snuck a glance in Erica’s direction. Her phone was out in front of her, but I knew it was a ruse. She was ready to spring if I said anything she didn’t care for.

Despite that Erica guarded my image like a rare jewel, interviews were rarely this high stakes for me. When a new Vindicators movie came out, people were already excited. I merely had to show up and cement my image to play America’s favorite pretty blonde superhero. I’d talk about how thrilled I was to figuratively lace up Princess Platinum’s boots again (there were no laces on Princess Platinum’s boots, and even if there were, I wouldn’t have been allowed to lace them up myself), and got into my personal life a little in a way Erica and I had already discussed (usually talking about cooking or Rosie, though occasionally I was allowed to geek out about whatever stack of lit fic I’d read while on set).

“Obviously, Rebecca Frisch’s reputation precedes her,” I said, shifting just a little so that I couldn’t see Erica out of even the corner of my eye. “Anyone who follows theatre knows her name. I hadn’t seen any of her work yet, but I was still excited when she joined the creative team for Hometown.”

Two could play at the shifting game, I realized, because suddenly I could see Erica again, and her gaze was far from the subtle one she typically employed.

“And how’s it been working with her?” Annie asked.

“Honestly, wonderful,” I said, which was honest, though at least only halfway there. I could have also blurted out confusing to a professional journalist; these days, who knew what I was liable to say and to whom. “Rebecca’s so collaborative, but you can tell she has a clear idea for the show, so it feels safe to try different line readings, different interpretations of moments. She creates this environment where it’s apparent that we’re all working on this thing together and support will be there for you. She’s running the show but it’s like she’s open to finding out what that show’s going to be from all of us and her team, too. And working on a show about the trauma a woman carries from the place she’s from—well, to have a woman directing that story, I think there’s an innate sense that can come from it that’s special.”

Erica cleared her throat, though she stayed focused on her phone when Annie and I glanced her way. Annie quickly looked back to me, so I could tell it had read as a normal moment and not Erica telling me to cool it on the Rebecca Frisch praise. But this section of the interview was mostly wrapped up, and there was nothing even mildly controversial left to discuss before the photographer met us in the lobby and I did my best to head into the rehearsal room like it was a regular day.

“Gardner, perfect timing,” Rebecca called from her spot near Michael and Henry on the taped-out stage. “We’ve been working on the moment between John and Steven in act one, page twenty-one. I’d love to run it again from your exit to your reappearance, see what your energy brings to it now. Do you need a moment to—”

“No,” I said, flipping to the scene and slipping into my spot on the simulated stage. The photographer snapped the whole time. “I’m ready to go.”

“Great, take it from You don’t get to excuse me here,” Rebecca said, taking a step back from us.

“You don’t get to excuse me here,” I said, and exited, stage right. It wasn’t my favorite moment; on the page it was funny that Casey was so ready to tell off her family, but she had no follow-through at this point in the show. She excused herself! I hadn’t yet found a way to scoop that feeling off the page and inject it into my performance though.

“Let’s pause for a moment,” Rebecca said. “I wouldn’t mind walking it back a few more lines, actually, that’s on me.”

She crossed the room, got almost right into my space. “Here’s a thought.” Her voice was softer, making it clear the whole room didn’t need to hear this note. My body pulled toward hers, just a dumb moth to a brilliant flame, so I took a step back because it was bad enough in front of the cast, I didn’t need a newspaper reporting on some level of coziness between the two of us that didn’t even exist.

“What if you were a little snottier?” Rebecca continued. “You’re bringing so much maturity to Casey, and I think in general that instinct is right. But—I don’t know. When I go home to visit my parents, within twenty minutes I’m whining at them like I’m seventeen again. How about a little of that energy here? Anywhere else that feels right to you, too.”

I nodded, realized I was gazing deeply into her eyes, that I’d stepped in close to her again, and backed up abruptly, right into Michael.

“Ow,” he said, as Rebecca laughed and—before I could stop her—did her little move, the light touch of her palm to my upper arm to guide me toward my mark. Her gaze caught mine, and I wondered why I had to shoulder this burden alone, the way my core was ready to melt down at the touch of her hand or a too-long look while she seemed the same as always. It was honestly rude how attractive she was. Was this practically tangible thing between us only practically tangible to me? I couldn’t decide if that was more embarrassing or if it was the chance of that being photographed by the Times that was the most embarrassing aspect.

I tried to hold on to why I was actually there. We ran the scene again, with me starting a few lines earlier, and my newfound snark was way too much, so without even asking I stopped and started over again.

“Let’s just keep going this time,” Rebecca said. “If you don’t find it yet, you’ve got time. I’d actually love to see you all get messier.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean—”

“No apology necessary,” Rebecca said, her tone gentle. “Let’s just keep moving.”

Kathleen gave me a once-over as I walked over to the clump of chairs where she and Ashlee sat.

“The photographer,” I whispered with a shrug.

“Yes,” she said, “I gathered.”

I tried to ignore that the vibes seemed bad and that I was soon probably going to get back in front of everyone and flail again. Michael and Henry sounded so keyed-in to their characters already, so sure in their words. No wonder Henry felt like he wasn’t getting much from Rebecca—he didn’t need much.

I rejoined the scene when it was time, and played around with my line delivery a little, tried to be open to the possibility that I’d find something better. I could feel Henry’s and, especially, Michael’s performances bending to reshape around mine, and a little thrill alit in my heart. This was why we did this.

“Yes,” Rebecca said when the scene ended. “Better, yeah? I’m liking this a lot. Kevin?”

He dashed around to her side, iPad poised for notes.

“Could you make sure I get a little time with Michael and Gardner on the books tomorrow? Separately? Thank you.”

Henry muttered softly behind us, though I wanted to shriek at him that he was obviously the only one giving Rebecca what she wanted. Also, time with Rebecca, separately. That also made me want to shriek.

“Let’s take a short break and then run that again,” Rebecca said, though she was already guiding Kevin toward the table where Stephanie and Hannah were sitting, each taking notes furiously, on the opposite side of the room from the journalist, who was doing the same thing.

I followed Michael and Henry back to the company’s territory, but before I could sit down, Kathleen got up and gave me a little nod.

“Let’s refill our water bottles,” she said, and I nodded and walked with her across the room. “Tess, could I ask a favor of you in the future?”

“Of course,” I said. “Literally anything.”

“You’ve got to give folks—and by folks I do mean me—a heads-up before a day like today,” she said. “You obviously know photographs matter, or you would have come in looking like you normally do and not like a team of professionals put you together this morning.”

“Right,” I said, nodding even though I could sense I’d messed something up.

“You could have done me the same kindness,” Kathleen said. “Someone like Michael, he’s fine. He looks a little old, it reads as rugged or some shit. If I look like an old hag—”

I gasped. “Kathleen.”

“Oh, my words and not yours, darlin’. Anyway, the wrong producer or director sees a photo like that? Maybe I’m losing my next gig. Or not getting called to begin with.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m just so focused on this whole image thing and—it’s not an excuse. I’m sorry. No excuses.”

“If you don’t think I understand that every single one of us is only thinking about ourselves, Tess, you know that I’ve been in this business longer than you’ve been alive.”

“I don’t think that math works out,” I said with a laugh. “And also I really don’t want to be that self-absorbed. I’ll handle it.”

“Just a little heads-up next time—”

“Erica?” I called out. “Could you make sure I have editorial approval on the photos?”

The journalist looked up from her notes, as the photographer kept shooting. Michael, Henry, and Ashlee stared at me. Even Rebecca and her team glanced over. I knew exactly how it had been read by everyone, but I was willing to come off as a diva to right this wrong. A request via Erica was one thing; the words straight from my mouth would do the job.

“That was a bit beyond what I had in mind,” Kathleen said with a laugh. “But thank you. And I’ll settle for haglike. Just not full-on hag.”

“Kathleen, please stop saying hag in any form.”

She squeezed my arm and grinned. “Thank you, Tess.”

Kathleen headed back to the group, but I was still filling my water bottle when Erica appeared at my side.

“It’s a long story,” I said. “And I didn’t think you’d fight for it if I explained.”

“I don’t know what’s going on with you lately,” she said, “but a reminder that you have to do your part so I can do my job. My job, a reminder, is literally your career.”

“Just keep Kathleen out of the photos, OK?” I asked. “Anything else, do whatever you want.”

Erica walked off without a word. I turned back to the cast and did my best to seem like I was one of them, even though it was like I couldn’t stop finding ways not to be.

Kevin texted after rehearsal that I could plan on meeting with Rebecca first thing the next morning. So as if I didn’t already have enough on my mind as I tried to sleep that night, now I could add Rebecca to the whole mess in my head. Well, add implied she wasn’t already part of what was there. Add implied I spent a lot of time not thinking about Rebecca Frisch.

Needless to say I tossed and turned so much that Rosie hopped down and slept in her dog bed instead.

Rebecca walked into the lobby as I passed through it the next morning, as if I’d conjured her. We both waved, and I couldn’t deny she looked happy to see me.

“Morning,” Rebecca said, holding a cardboard cup in my direction.

“Good morning,” I said, acting as if it was no big deal that she’d thought of me or that my fingertips slipped past hers when taking the tea from her hand. “Late night?”

No one wanted to hear late night? once one was in their thirties. It didn’t mean that you seemed like you had an exciting and daring social life; it meant you looked tired. Also I sure seemed eager for little crumbs of information about Rebecca’s personal life.

“Early morning,” she replied, though casually. “Interviewing on East Coast time for the next gig. Next maybe gig.”

“Ah,” I said, feeling with a jolt how soon she’d be gone and I wouldn’t have this anymore, the way she walked beside me with an effortless sense of calm and cool. The way I felt like myself. “Is good luck only bad for performers? Is it break a leg?”

“My group chat has this exact discussion every time I’m interviewing,” Rebecca said with a grin. “I think break a leg is correct. And it went fine. It wouldn’t be exciting but it’d pay some bills.”

“Oh,” I said, because the Gucci loafers and understated jewelry hadn’t led me to believe Rebecca Frisch was taking gigs for the money.

“Please don’t sound sad for me,” she said, leaning past me to hit the elevator button. Her bare forearm brushed mine and I held my breath, just for a moment. “I’m sure you’ve accepted roles for the exact same reason.”

“Sure,” I said.

“I don’t mean Vindicators,” she said quickly. “I assumed you accepted that role because you get to fly around and fight bad guys, like a badass.”

“Don’t forget while literally sparkling,” I said.

She smiled right at me, until the elevator doors parted. “I could never.”

Kevin, Stephanie, and Hannah were hanging out in the rehearsal room, but Rebecca excused them and closed the door behind them. “I know I set this meeting, but would you kill me if we took five or so for the caffeine to hit?”

“That’s fine,” I said, sitting down at the table. “No coffee at your ex-wife’s?”

I regretted it the moment it was out of my mouth, but a laugh burst out of Rebecca as she headed to her usual spot and took a seat. “Fuck, Gardner, you should see me, just trying to stay out of the way there. This morning, me restaging the setup for that Zoom meeting about fifty times so Lincoln Center couldn’t tell I was sitting on a futon in my ex’s spare room.”

It didn’t slip my notice that the ex-wife arrangement hardly seemed to be—well, whatever I’d feared it might be. Though it was silly to care. Rebecca’s relationship status had nothing to do with me. “Why didn’t you just come here early?”

Rebecca laughed harder. “Honestly that hadn’t even crossed my mind. Wow. You were always better at logistics, though.”

“You’re a director,” I said instead of I can’t believe that’s how you saw me, and then we were both laughing.

“Yeah, you see how Kevin’s keeping everything together, right?” Rebecca grinned and sat up a little straighter. Less my ex-girlfriend, more the person leading all of us. “So how did you feel about yesterday’s scene work?”

I shrugged, politely. “I know you want us to try new things and risk messing up as we go, but I hate messing up so—sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have said that. I believe in the process, and I hope I don’t sound like I’m pushing back in some way.”

I’d made it over a decade in Hollywood by controlling my own image, not letting anyone slide past my guard. And then Rebecca Frisch showed up and it was like the post had been abandoned.

“It’s a vulnerable act,” Rebecca said. “I want to make sure the room feels safe to you to take those risks.”

“I … think it’ll be easier without the Times here today,” I said, and she laughed.

“Fair enough. Though I’m not only talking about yesterday. I love what you’re bringing to Casey; you have a sharp eye for small moments, and there’s a quality in your performance that, combined with the text, will really make an audience root for you.”

“Thank you,” I said, even though I figured she wouldn’t spend the rest of this time giving me compliments. A but was lurking.

“Vulnerability, though, that’s what I’d like to see more of. And when I say see—” She stood up. “Your posture’s very controlled. You see?”

Rebecca walked toward the taped-off stage and stood centerstage, and as her posture shifted, I realized that she was being me.

“Yikes,” I said.

“Well, I’m too tall, I can’t pull it off like you can,” she said with a laugh. “You’re very in your head. And I like that, I love cerebral performers, it’s a great mix with this cast to have you onstage next to a performer like Henry, he’s so in his body, you know?”

I sighed and resisted explaining how much yoga I did and how I’d think that would be more apparent.

“I like a level of control from Casey.” She was still standing like me. “But you—the performer you, not the character—can let us see some less-measured moments slip in there. Connect more with your body, let us see what that looks like.”

She popped back up while I mulled over getting that note from someone I’d had sex with. A million years ago, no one needed to tell me to connect with my body. A million years ago my body and I had been one and the same.

“Come here,” she said. “Bring your script. Read with me.”

I pulled my script out of my bag and joined her on the stage.

“We’re going to run this moment with Casey and her dad five times in a row, OK? No one’s here but me. Move yourself across the stage differently every time. Really live in your body. There’s no wrong answer here. It’s just us.”

As if just us was lower stakes than the alternative.

“Is there something you’re looking for specifically, or—”

“Gardner,” she said, a little sharp at its edges, like she was just talking, like we could have been anywhere. Like maybe I’d annoyed her but also, perhaps, like I was someone she’d known a long time. “I just said that there’s no wrong answer.”

I nodded quickly. “Sorry, no, got it, I—”

“I’m looking for more,” she said gently. “Let me see what that means to you. OK? I don’t want to micromanage you here.”

I nodded again.

“Every time I’m watching a show and I see a performance—even a movement—that doesn’t look motivated, it’s clear it was a director’s call and not something organic to the actor,” she continued. “This time is for you to try what feels right to you. I mean, who knows. Maybe we’ll find something together.”

And so we began, with Rebecca reading Michael’s lines. By the third time through, I could tell I wasn’t changing anything up enough for Rebecca’s wishes, so I got right up in her face to finish the scene. The cast had gotten comfortable with invading each other’s space, but Rebecca and I hadn’t been this close since Applewoods. I felt her breath on my face, smelled the spiced notes of her perfume. We have to talk about this, I said to her, as Casey, raising my voice and pushing myself even closer. It wasn’t a fight—those didn’t come until midway through the second act—but I decided to treat it like one anyway. And Rebecca took it, reminding me of running lines with her late at night, squaring off against me with her casually confidant sensibility, old and new Rebecca all rolled into one.

“Good,” Rebecca said when we’d finished the scene. My heart pounded like I’d just climbed off a treadmill. “Gardner, seriously, really fucking good. Go again?”

“Give me a second?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Take all the time you need.”




Chapter 12

T-I-D-E T-O G-O

When Kevin pulled me aside the next week, I assumed another one-on-one with Rebecca was imminent. There was no note of panic within me, which felt like—well, progress, or something like it. I could tell my performance had strengthened since we’d worked together, even though I worried I still wasn’t in my body quite enough. And whoever we were together now—actor and director—was something new but maybe not altogether uncomfortable. Once upon a time I’d done something terrible to her, but Rebecca had survived, become the most confident and competent person I’d ever met, and at some point our interactions had become less loaded with terrible possibilities.

“As you know, your team needs some time with you this afternoon,” Kevin said, which was news to me. I didn’t love that Joyce, Erica, and company were now skipping over me and going directly to … the stage manager? But also, of course they were. “So I’ve got you slotted for another hour off after lunch, though we will need you back as on-the-dot as you can make it.”

“Of course,” I said.

“And before the donor dinner tonight, we have the lounge available for your hair and makeup team as requested.”

As far as I knew, there was no official photographer at tonight’s donor dinner, so I’d thought I could escape my styling team. Kathleen, I thought, I would have given you a heads-up!

“Do you know if that’s set in stone?” I asked in my nicest inflection. “I hate how it’ll look to the rest of the cast.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” he said brightly. “The rest of the cast isn’t even invited.”

Oh, great. I’d hoped the dinner would be a chance to feel more like a part of them, less the girl pulled out for feature interviews. But today wasn’t going to be one of those days, because everyone else in the cast ended up walking down Grand to grab salads and sandwiches from the Italian spot everyone agreed was mediocre but convenient, while I sat alone in the lounge, eating my leftovers and reading a book. It wouldn’t have been a big deal, probably, to join them, but I hated the risk in spaces I wasn’t familiar with. Just the other month, Aisha and I had hopped into a coffee shop to grab caffeine (her) and sparkling lemonade (me), and the cashier shouted Princess Platinum, oh my god! and it was like the seal was broken. A line of customers jostled to take my photo, get a selfie with me, touch my hair, shout that they loved me. It was tough explaining that inside of it, the crowds didn’t feel adoring but dangerous, and telling your colleagues you were afraid to buy a salad because you might be mobbed sounded even more entitled than sitting alone.

After everyone was back from lunch and I was hoping to fall into a conversation—any conversation!—that might unite us all, Kevin walked in to lead me to an office in the administrative area that was mostly empty besides some spare office supplies, a garment bag, and a Polaroid of two little kids.

“We have no idea whose office this is,” Kevin said, “in case you’re about to ask about those kids. But whenever Rebecca or I need an office, they tell us to use this one.”

“I wasn’t going to ask about the kids until you brought them up,” I said.

“I named them Gertie and Leroy,” Kevin said. “Rebecca said that it was rude to name other people’s children, but she’s now also referring to this as Gertie and Leroy’s office, so there you have it.”

“Thanks for the inside scoop,” I said, and nodded to the garment bag. “Is that a change of clothes for Gertie and Leroy?”

“As much as I’d love to flesh out their storyline, that is actually Rebecca’s since she’s also headed straight to the dinner tonight,” he said.

My phone buzzed with Joyce’s name displayed. “Ugh, sorry. I really appreciate your flexibility with the schedule, but I have to take this.”

“You’re all good,” he said, leaving the office and closing the door behind him. I took a seat and stared at Leroy and Gertie before answering the call.

“Hi, Ms. Gardner, it’s Benjamin with Joyce and the rest of your team on the line. May I put them through?”

“Of course, thank you, Benjamin,” I said, and waited for the click of the transfer.

“Tess, thanks for making yourself available,” Joyce said in her most polished tone. “I’m emailing you a recap of the negotiated Plaid Thanksgiving offer, and I think you’ll be very happy.”

“The schedule’s definitely more to your liking,” Max said. It was obvious she’d been assigned the role of my cheerleader. “And the good news is that it’s mostly filming in New Mexico—just a couple weeks overseas—which I know is much better for you, especially if you’d like to bring Rosie, which of course you can. She’s negotiated into your deal, as you’ll see from Joyce’s email.”

“The publicity tour will be worldwide,” Erica said. “But of course we’ve heard your requests, and our goal is to land you some features about your entire career, not just this franchise. That said—”

Joyce cut in. “Let’s wrap this part of the conversation up first, shall we? Tess, we’d love to hear any remaining concerns. Otherwise, I’d like to request your official contract so we can get this into motion.”

“I’d like to take a look at the email before I agree to anything,” I said.

“Of course, of course. But ideally I’d love to get your yes by—”

“This isn’t a decision I want to rush into,” I said. “Is there a drop-dead? Could you send that over as well, please?”

Joyce sighed in a way that let me know I’d displeased her but still lightly enough that she held all the plausible deniability she wanted. “Absolutely. Benjamin is putting together a tentative schedule for you, and we’ll be sure to send that.”

Riley and Max talked a bit more about how closing out the franchise in a big way could serve all of my career goals, and Joyce popped back into the conversation to pull that Princess Platinum spinoff back into the mix. After all, couldn’t that only help me more? I thought about asking how doing more and more movies I was less interested in would help me make the movies I actually wanted to be making, but I was mainly feeling snarky and wasn’t sure the humor would translate or I’d just look like a bitch. At this point it was very hard for me to imagine not signing on for Vindicators 4 but I still wanted it to feel like a choice I was making and not something I was bullied into. The third film had shot in Germany, and it had been hard being that far away for so long; having Rosie by my side and my people only a two-hour flight away was definitely appealing. Appealing-er, at least.

“Getting back to your press,” Erica said in a tone that suggested she did not appreciate being corralled by Joyce, “I wouldn’t say that we’re fully in damage control territory, but I would like to soften your image a bit after the incident last week in which you barked an order about editorial approval across an entire room that included a journalist, like you’re new at this.”

“I’d hardly call it an incident,” I said.

“You know to route any request through me,” Erica said. “I have no idea what you were thinking—”

“I was thinking that if I asked you privately that you would give me lip service about it but then go on to select the photos in which I looked youngest and thinnest. I needed to make sure Kathleen was taken care of.”

“Be that as it may,” Erica said, “I wouldn’t mind finding an opportunity to show Annie a different side of you. We’re brainstorming some charity opportunities—I think your whole pug dog thing has about run its course.”

“You can just say pug,” I muttered.

“Sorry, I missed that?”

“Actually, I have a great idea,” I said. “As you know, my best friend runs an arts camp that operates as a nonprofit. I’m sure I could, you know, stop by, teach some kids about acting, drop off whatever supplies they need. Is that too transparent, though?”

“We’ll handle it,” Erica said. “And there’s tonight’s donor dinner. We did some recon and it doesn’t look like there’s anyone who owns or is employed by a media outlet, but I do ask that nonetheless you bear this conversation in mind tonight.”

“Of course,” I said.

Erica talked through my upcoming press schedule and how she’d ideally like to connect it with the Vindicators 4 announcement, and I mainly zoned out while the rest of the team jumped back into outlining my next few years. My phone buzzed with a text from an unknown 502 number while it sat in front of me on speaker, and I tapped to it.

“You can just say pug” I had to mute my phone before I shriek-laughed

Max and I had unprofessionally DM’d before, before we’d both realized Erica had access to my social accounts and was likely reading our snarky private messages. It’s a pet peeve. No pun intended.

A PET pet peeve! (sorry) Whoops, I stopped paying attention to the call, which is deeply unprofessional, as are these messages.

LOL same and same!

I saved Max’s cell to my contact info and tuned back in. Luckily Erica was still going and it was more of the same. The hour was nearly used up, and I was able to politely extract myself so I could get back to rehearsal. The garment bag, though, caught my eye as I stood up, and I told myself not to and then absolutely unzipped it to see a black Ralph Lauren suit hanging neatly next to a bright white button-down. The open bag released some sort of scent—the way Rebecca smelled when you were close to her, jasmine and amber and something smoky—and I frantically rezipped it and hoped Rebecca wouldn’t notice and figure out some absolute psycho had stared at her clothing and (only briefly) touched the fabric.

Could a person go feral?

I dashed out of the office and strolled to the rehearsal space in the most casual gait I could manage. Kathleen and Michael were in the middle of one of their scenes when I walked in, so I sat down next to Henry and Ashlee and did my best to look regular. Just an average member of the cast.

“Are you OK?” Ashlee whispered, so it seemed I had not nailed it.

Yes, I sometimes whined when Erica summoned my styling team, but the truth was that occasionally I loved it. There was nothing like a room full of experts taking care of me. It was a good way to spend time, and when I emerged from the lounge, I felt the most centered I had all day. In no way feral at all.

Neil and Stephanie were already in the lobby, and they waved me over when I stepped off the elevator. Neil was in a jacket and button-down with jeans, and Stephanie was in a patterned jumpsuit, so my stylist had absolutely struck the right note with a cashmere sage-green maxi dress with silk platform sandals that were just a touch more badass than they were pretty, my absolute sweet spot whenever I could get away with it. If it were a Pantheon event, I’d be in my usual palette of neutrals and sweet pastels, but greens were my go-to the rest of the time. I preferred how I looked in blacks, grays, charcoals, but when I’d mentioned this, early on, to Erica, she’d snapped What do you think you are, a goth? and that was that.

“We clean up well,” Stephanie said with a grin.

“You two do.” Neil shook his head. “I just threw this jacket over regular clothes.”

“I was going to say that men have it so easy,” Stephanie said, “but this is a knit one-piece. I know it looks nice but I feel like I’m wearing pajamas.”

“The dream,” I said. “I love a jumpsuit!”

“Do we have any intel on these donors?” Stephanie asked. “I’ve only done a few of these, and it’s always so awkward. Should I admit that?”

“It’s extremely awkward,” Neil said, “but you don’t have a job like mine without getting used to them. No intel really. The nice thing is that everyone in this group loves the arts, loves getting unrestrained access to us, has already donated a ton. We can head over as soon as Rebecca’s here.”

I nodded casually, wondered if Rebecca was in Gertie and Leroy’s office now, still in her jeans and striped T-shirt or slipping into that black suit, or some state of undress in between. Also wondering how casual I actually looked, given the images flashing in my mind’s eye. It wasn’t as if I’d never worked with someone attractive before. I literally worked in Hollywood. Everyone was attractive! It was easy to pretend to wonder why this was different.

“Am I late? I’m sorry, my session with the team ran over and—”

All of a sudden the elevator doors opened and Rebecca was striding toward us, perfectly tailored suit over crisp white button-down finished off with a patterned Hermès scarf knotted like an ascot. Her hair was loose, and fell casually past her shoulders. I’d never seen her in heels in person before, and they put her over six-foot tall.

“Damn,” Neil said in a manner that was somehow respectful and not leering. “You look like James Bond.”

“James Bond wishes,” I murmured as Rebecca thanked Neil, but from the way they turned to look my way, it was apparent my murmuring was louder than I’d planned—thanks, weeks of play rehearsal!—and also why was I murmuring my thirsty thoughts to begin with?

“Way to make my jacket look like shit,” Neil said, hopefully erasing all lasting memories of whatever that was.

Rebecca laughed. “I told you that all you need is a good tailor, Neil.”

“Touché,” he said with a laugh, as the DTA events coordinator guided the four of us outside to the DTA courtyard. The complex’s fine-dining restaurant, Sylvie’s, had set up a rearranged patio dining room with two large tables near a podium. Even though it was Los Angeles, a city that did not favor punctuality, older crowds tended to show up on time, and the tables were already mostly full of patrons in cocktail attire.

“We won’t talk long,” the events coordinator said, leading us over to the podium. We? “Everyone really wants to focus on drinking, eating, meeting all of you. So just say a few words.”

“Sorry,” I said, pausing for a moment. My team definitely did not care about theatre, considering that this hadn’t merited a prepared speech or even a mention. “I must have missed that I’m speaking tonight.”

“I’ll do the heavy lifting,” Neil said with a smile. “Then Steph will say something brilliant about her script, Rebecca will impress everyone with her tailor’s work—”

“Thank you,” Rebecca said with a little bow.

“—and since you’re a beautiful movie star, you literally can go up there and say anything and it’ll be great,” Neil said, again, in a way that wasn’t disrespectful. He was very good at compliments.

“I don’t think I can fully communicate how rarely I speak in public without having my words written by a team of PR professionals,” I said. “I’m—well, to say out of practice implies there was a time I did this often.”

“So here’s how it’ll go,” Rebecca said, even though the events coordinator’s mouth was open to say something. “Neil will do the heavy lifting, thank you to Neil. Steph will say something brilliant and heartwarming about her script that’ll make the donors itch to give more. I will say how thrilled I am to work on Steph’s beautiful show with an incredible cast, including you, and you can literally just thank me and thank the DTA donors, and then we’re all done.”

“That sounds great,” the events coordinator said, though I could tell she was annoyed that Neil and Rebecca had taken the reins. “After that, you can get seated. Neil and Stephanie, you’re at table one, Rebecca and Tess, you’re at table two.”

I glanced at Rebecca, who made eye contact with me before I could dwell on the statistical probability that I’d make it through this evening without another truly bananas moment. It had to be low, though, of that I was certain.

The speeches went exactly as Neil and Rebecca had outlined, and it was easy to say how grateful I was to be there and how much I loved being a part of the show. Rebecca eyed me as I stepped down from the podium, and I wondered if it had only felt easy because I’d messed something up.

“What?” I asked, sounding more panicked than I’d intended, and Rebecca held up her hand as if to say Calm down, Gardner.

“It was only that you seemed so nervous,” she said. “And you were great.”

“Thank you,” I said, in what I could tell was a too-grateful tone, as the events coordinator moved in to usher us to our tables. Unfortunately Rebecca and I were seated directly across from one another. There was nowhere to hide.

As expected, the dinner started off with both salad as well as requests from almost everyone for a selfie for their kids or grandkids. I genuinely never minded in situations like this, where my fame was the draw and this was my job. Princess Platinum knew how to deliver. It was also very difficult to accidentally stare at Rebecca while continuously standing up for photos.

“So, Rebecca,” an older man said, and Rebecca turned from her quieter conversation with the woman seated next to her. “Your career seems very impressive. How did you get started as a female director?”

I made eye contact with her, unintentionally, but I saw the twitch of a smile in her brown eyes and held her gaze. In this moment it was hard to be annoyed at how gorgeous she was. In this moment I let myself enjoy it a little.

“I actually started out as an actor,” Rebecca said, and took a sip of wine. “That path wasn’t going great for me, and I’d gotten a gig assisting with the theatre program at a private school in Manhattan. It sounds silly, I know, but I was honestly having a much better time helping kids master their monologues and learn about stage combat than any acting gigs I was able to book.”

I felt myself storing this away, a fact about Rebecca I’d never heard before, into a curated collection of everything I knew. It reminded me of therapy, when I’d be desperate for whatever tidbits I could glean about my therapists’ personal lives, before time ran out and I fired them.

“The lead of the program asked me to AD their next show—assistant direct, that is,” Rebecca continued, “and by the next school year, I’d started directing. I love kids and how earnest and excited they are, but I figured if I was having that much fun that maybe I should think about a new career goal and see about working with adults.”

“And that was that,” the woman next to Rebecca said, leaning in as if no one had ever said something so interesting in her presence. I didn’t know why I was surprised by this; Rebecca wasn’t only extremely hot, she was a name. Imagine walking around looking like and being Rebecca Frisch! Good for Rebecca! Why would it matter if she weren’t single? How would it affect me at all?

“Not quite,” Rebecca said with a smile that didn’t entirely reach her eyes. “But close, sure. What about you, Gardner? How did you get started as a female actor?”

I held back a laugh and told the table about that production of Alice in Wonderland back in grade school.

“You must have been Alice,” an older woman said. “Perfect casting, with your blonde hair.”

“I was Alice,” I said, trying not to notice that the woman across the table from me was now talking softly to Rebecca, their own private conversation. “Though I wanted to be the Queen of Hearts.”

“No,” the older woman said quickly, as if I’d suggested actually taking off someone’s head. “You’re too pretty for that.”

Rebecca turned back to the table with a grin. “Oh, come on. Who doesn’t love a pretty villain?”

I felt a flush at that, and took a long sip of water to staunch the flood of heat into my face. Yes, a thousand years ago or so, Rebecca had told me I was the most beautiful girl she’d ever seen. Surely she’d seen prettier girls by now. And she’d been—well, not different, not exactly. But she had shown up to Apple-woods with a small suitcase full of jeans, shorts, and T-shirts, no Gucci loafers to be found. Her glasses—which I’d gotten really good at tugging off her face before kissing her—had been basic square frames, nothing like the designer pair she wore most regularly now. As far as women went, these days, Rebecca Frisch was way out of my league.

She wasn’t even complimenting me! She was making a point about how roles were cast, the types of people women were allowed to be. It didn’t mean anything beyond that, and for my body to take it as a compliment was humiliating.

“How do they make you fly?” the female director man asked, and I eagerly dove into a discussion about core strength, practical effects, CGI, and The Volume, which was a special soundstage with LED video walls that still felt a little like insider information to people outside of the industry.

Our entrées arrived, and conversation slowed. The table was eager to share their thoughts regarding productions from past Jaffe seasons, and even though I had my own opinions, I listened and stayed neutral. Rebecca too, though she was mainly speaking to the woman next to her, while I tried my best to not worry about that. Yes, the woman was a bit older than us, but certainly still age-appropriate and beautiful in a low-cut dress that radiated money and undeniable sexuality. Me, I wasn’t even connected with my body! Who cared! Rebecca Frisch was out of my league and I didn’t date anyway and if this stupid hot lady wanted to hit on her all night, well, good for her.

By the time dessert and decaf coffees rolled in, I was eager to get home, back to Rosie and back to places I could sit without watching Rebecca be seduced by someone who wasn’t me. Not that I wanted to seduce Rebecca! I couldn’t imagine myself seducing anyone; it was practically impossible to remember it had once happened at all.

“Oh no,” an old woman practically shouted, and I looked over to see that somehow she’d dropped her spoon at the exact right angle to splatter coffee in Rebecca’s direction. A brown splotch bloomed on that bright white cuff.

“Don’t even worry.” The low-cut woman leaned over and grabbed her clutch bag, from which she pulled out a Tide to Go pen. “May I?”

“My hero,” Rebecca said, watching as the woman slowly and gently moved the pen back and forth across her wrist. Jesus Christ, I’d never wanted to be a pen before. Or, I realized, to punch someone, but it was unbearable watching this play out before me.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, and then, for some reason, “female restroom.” I imagined the donors texting their kids and grandkids that Tess Gardner had to pee and decided I could live with that. Rebecca didn’t notice, thank god, because of everything happening with slutty Tide to Go over there.

By the time I returned, the chocolate tortes had been consumed and the coffee cups were low. Even though LA days were warm in early fall, at night a chill crept into the air, and the older donors stood from their chairs—and a few got additional selfies or asked me to pose like the princess—and made their way to the valet stand. Tide to Go stood, too, but not before I saw her slip a business card to Rebecca, who tucked it into her jacket pocket.

“Hey there,” Neil said, walking up next to me. “Some recon in the lobby? The wine sponsor sent way too much, so Steph and I thought we could at least help them get another bottle handled.”

“I’ve already had a glass, but recon sounds good,” I said, grateful to be included in the group.

“Wait for Rebecca and bring her back too,” he said, so I had to stand there while Tide to Go said goodbye for what felt like several years. I didn’t want to watch but I couldn’t look away. I imagined the plans they were making, the sex they’d have later, the way Rebecca would walk into rehearsal tomorrow like it was business as usual. And it hit me like a slap in the face how I was jealous, how I wanted Rebecca, how I couldn’t imagine I’d found myself in a scenario where this played out before me and I just had to let it. Maybe I deserved it, the heroine getting revenge on the villain who’d broken her heart, but I didn’t have to like it.

“Thanks for waiting,” Rebecca said, walking over to me. “Is everyone headed out?”

“Neil has a whole thing about extra wine and recon,” I said. “But I’m sure if you have plans—”

Rebecca grinned. “I love the sound of wine and recon. Come on.”

A ridiculous rush of relief washed over me as we walked together to the lobby, where Neil and Stephanie were sitting on the empty merch booth and already drinking from paper cups.

“I feel guilty using the glasses from Sylvie’s and, what, bringing them back to wash tomorrow?” Neil said.

“Plus free wine tastes best out of paper cups.” Rebecca grabbed the bottle and poured two very full cups before I could tell her not to. “How’d your evening go?”

“I don’t want to make this about me but I’ll just say it wasn’t my dream scenario to sit there and watch Neil get microaggressioned about twenty-five times,” Stephanie said, shaking her head. “Neil is my hero for getting through it.”

I accepted a cup from Rebecca and took a small sip. “Yeah, a man asked how Rebecca became a female director and I wanted to scream.”

“What about you?” Rebecca asked, and took a huge swig. “Wow, this wine is not good.”

“Absolutely not,” Neil said.

“Anyway, I’m sure you two noticed just how many photos Gardner took, and her eyes never looked dead inside.”

“Princess Platinum would never have dead eyes,” I said. “It’s not canon. Oh, except for the time Fractilicus captured her, but that was a pretty obscure issue.”

“Wow, are you actually a nerd?” Neil asked.

I laughed and shook my head. “No!”

“Yes,” Rebecca said softly, right into my ear, and I laughed even harder.

“Maybe a little. I did a deep dive before my first Pantheon audition. And the comics are amazing, some of the old ones are pretty bonkers. It was so fun to read them.”

“Gardner’s a reader,” Rebecca said. “She read at least twelve books about girls from rural places, violence in small communities, before Hometown rehearsals started.”

“What’s with the whole Gardner thing?” Neil asked, refilling everyone’s cups. I hadn’t realized I’d drunk half of mine. “You two know each other already?”

I glanced at Rebecca, waiting for it to be revealed. Whatever she deemed it to be. All these weeks not breathing a word to anyone—barely to each other—and now whatever it was would be up to her. It was only fair.

“Yeah, a million years ago,” she said. “It’s not intentional, just how I think of her. I assumed she’d stop me if she minded. She used to say—”

“I have three older brothers,” I explained. “I never got to be Gardner! It was always one of the boys. Girls should get to be their last names too.”

“Hear, hear,” Rebecca said, holding out her paper cup, though attempting to clang our cups against hers ended up with most of the remaining wine sloshing out. Maybe Tide to Go would get to fuck her later, but at least Rebecca still remembered stories I’d told her a million years ago.

It felt like only moments later that Verne showed up, their phones poised, but from their disappointed expression and the collection of wine bottles, I realized that we’d been here a bit and also—

“Are you all drunk?” Verne asked in an exhausted tone. “I was hoping to film some content tonight.”

“My bad,” Neil said, which struck us all as very funny.

“What kind of content do you need?” I sat up straight and wondered if I was sober. From the blurry edge to my words, I guessed not so much.

“Yeah, Verne, we can do content,” Rebecca said. At some point she’d taken off her jacket and untied her scarf, and I would have done a better job not noticing just how unbuttoned her shirt was if I hadn’t helped finish off the very bad wine.

“I should have gotten to you all earlier.” Verne sighed and shook their head. “Do you all have ways home? We do need to lock up the lobby.”

Since Rebecca had over a mile to walk and the rest of us had driven, it became apparent that we did need transportation home. For some reason—details were easy to miss when you were drunk and I was definitely drunk for the first time in a very long time—we ended up waiting at the curb for Verne to pull up in their orange Chevy Spark.

“I have to get in the front seat,” Neil said in an embarrassed tone. “I’ll get carsick otherwise. Even without the worst wine anyone’s ever given me. But especially with the worst wine anyone’s ever given me.”

“That’s fine,” Rebecca said. “Don’t get carsick, Neil.”

“I’m not sure someone six-foot tall can fit in the back seat,” Neil said, though he did get into the front passenger seat while saying it.

“I’m only six-foot in heels,” Rebecca muttered, waiting for Stephanie and me and then squishing in next to us, her thigh tightly fitted against mine, her chin all but resting on the top of my head, her breasts pressed into my side.

“You’re wearing heels,” I said as Verne put the car into gear.

Even in the darkness, I could see Rebecca make a face at me. “What?”

“You said you were only six-foot in heels, but you’re wearing heels,” I explained, and she laughed.

“I forgot how cute you are when you’re drunk. Verne, this is me, that building on the—”

“I know,” Verne said, pulling over. “You gave me your address when you got in.”

“See you tomorrow, everyone,” Rebecca said, taking a while to clumsily unfasten her seat belt, and brushing my hip several times in the process. “Sorry about that, Gardner.”

“It’s fine, what happens in a Chevy Spark stays in a Chevy Spark,” I said, which struck everyone, minus Verne, as hilarious.

Verne waited safely for Rebecca to let herself into her ex-wife’s building, and took off for Stephanie’s place. At some point I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew, Verne was clearing their throat loudly while parked outside of my gate.

“Sorry about this,” I said, scrambling to get out of the car. “Thanks for the ride. I feel like this is above and beyond social media managing.”

“Eh, it’s not the first time I’ve done this,” they said, which made me laugh as I closed the door. Verne rolled down the window. “I will have to get some content tomorrow, though, so remember to hydrate.”

I nodded emphatically, trying to redeem myself as Professional Actress Tess Gardner. “Of course. I always hydrate.”

Verne watched me for a second. “I don’t have the phones out, you know. You can be yourself as much as you want.”

Oh, Verne, I thought, letting myself inside. If only that were truly an option. Imagine how my night could have gone.




Chapter 13

A Dry Piece of Toast

There were several reasons I rarely allowed myself more than half of a drink, and I remembered every single one of them when I woke up the morning after the donor dinner, my head pounding, my face puffy, my brain overflowing with a slew of questions about what exactly I’d said and how hard I might have leaned on Rebecca within the small four walls of that Chevy Spark.

I did my best to look social media presentable by the time I arrived at rehearsal, though since that seemed a losing battle, I settled on running early. And hardly because when I ran early I tended to run into Rebecca, but—well, I did. She walked up to the theatre as my car service dropped me off.

“Oh god,” Rebecca said when she saw me, and I worried I looked even worse than I thought. To be fair, she was wearing giant sunglasses and balancing three beverages in her hands. “Morning came fast today, huh.”

“At least you have enough caffeine to get you through,” I said, and she laughed. I worried it would feel awkward after our drunken evening, but it felt the same. Our new normal.

“I thought I’d be nice and get you an herbal tea,” she said. “But last night you kept saying, I don’t drink, I never do this, and I thought maybe just this once you might like some real caffeine.”

She gestured, and so I took both cups from her, the cardboard cup of tea, and the plastic cup, wet with condensation, full of ice and espresso.

“Why me?” I asked, maybe still just—well, not drunk, but something enough that the question popped out of me. “Everyone else must be hungover too.”

“Steph always shows up with her own coffee, and Neil’s rarely here in the morning,” she said. “You, on the other hand …”

“What about me?” I asked as we walked to the building elevator, and even though she was still wearing those huge sunglasses, I saw something in her face shift.

“I was going to say that you seem like you need to be taken care of,” Rebecca said. “But that’s not exactly it.”

We were silent as we rode the elevator up, even as I wanted to scream Well then, Rebecca, what exactly is it?

She joined Kevin once we got into the room, so I sat down alone and pulled out my phone. Aisha had texted, which was fairly unusual in the morning, and when I pulled up our conversation I saw why: apparently last night after I’d gotten home, I’d sent a mess of messages.

REBECCA IS SO CONFUSING

Not confusing MYSTIFYING[image: ]

Sorry you’re probably sleeping we had a donor dinner and wine LOL

I’m sorry I wouldn’t tell you anything about Rebecca before it’s just embarrassing and makes me look horrible and it’s also so gay and ???

Rebecca is probably fucking tide to go right now and I haven’t had sex IN YEARS if I’m being honest

Aisha I love you will you delete these later goodnight

“Oh my god,” I murmured, as Michael sat down next to me.

“Got enough to drink there?” he asked, as I’d also taken out my water bottle. He was using his regular-slash-theatrical voice but, god, it was loud today.

“It was a late night,” I said feebly.

“Yeah, looks like it,” he said, and I actually laughed as I scrolled to see how Aisha had replied.

Tess, are you OK??

I tapped out an affirmative and an apology and stared at my screen, waiting to see the three dots. All I’d wanted was to keep everything the same with Aisha, yet I was the one who kept messing that up. I’d read that coming out could make things easier, lighten one’s emotional load, but nothing felt easier right now.

Glad you’re still alive this morning. I know you never drink, so I hope you’re hydrating. Question - are you free tonight? Would love to talk to you in person if possible.

I didn’t like the sound of talk to you in person if possible, which read very differently than something like catch up with you, but of course I would have cleared all the calendars in the world for Aisha either way.

By the time I’d managed to get through rehearsal, my head still ached and my stomach protested at the thought of any food that wasn’t a dry piece of toast, so I was glad I’d told Aisha just to come over and not to meet me at a restaurant that would be loud and likely not list dry pieces of toast under entrées. Andy, who’d watched Rosie overnight for me, was waiting at my place, and I thought about asking him to stay so Aisha couldn’t bring up my humiliating drunken texts.

“You OK?” he asked, making his way to the door as Rosie bounced around me in unending loops. “You kind of look …”

“Like crap?”

“I was gonna say sick, but, sure.”

I groaned. “See, this is why I never drink.”

Andy laughed. “No comment. Dodgers this weekend?”

“Always,” I said, nodding.

“Text me if Rosie needs anything. You hydrating?”

“You can’t fix everything with water,” I said, though I’d tried. Maybe if I hadn’t been so figuratively thirsty I wouldn’t have also sucked down Rebecca’s iced espresso, because while it had definitely woken me up, I still pulsed with an unwelcome faint jittery energy. It was like she’d gotten into my system.

Aisha was there before long, and I opened up my usual food delivery app and handed it to her in lieu of a greeting.

“Whatever you want,” I said. “I might just have toast though. So I guess pick a place that has toast. And, yes, I know about hydrating, see, I have water.”

Aisha sat down on my sofa, so me and my water took a seat next to her. She clicked off my phone and set it on the coffee table. “Are you OK?”

“Yeah, I’m so sorry about last night. This is why I don’t drink drink, you know.”

“You’re allowed to drunk-text me whenever you want,” she said.

“I don’t want!” I said. “Neil was like, we have to drink all of this sponsored wine, and we just did. And I never get to do anything like that, I have to be so good.”

“Well,” Aisha said gently, “you have to be so controlled, right?”

“If you’re saying I don’t drink because I’m gay,” I said, “just say it.”

I hoped she didn’t notice that the other week I couldn’t even give her a word and now I’d just said the word.

“I’m definitely not saying that.” Aisha studied me. “Can we actually talk? I know you change the subject whenever I ask about Rebecca—”

“If I were obsessing over some man you wouldn’t care,” I said, and she burst into laughter.

“Tess, the only reason I haven’t been pushier until now is that it’s over a woman. If all of this were over some man? I would have swooped in way sooner.”

“She’ll be gone soon,” I said. “The show opens, and I never have to think about her again.”

“Is that what you want?” Aisha asked.

“I don’t get what I want.” I didn’t want to actually name it, the big thing floating into my peripheral vision I refused to focus on. “And it’s not as if Rebecca would—so, yes, within reality, the best outcome is that I never see Rebecca again and I stop acting like a lunatic.”

“Just a thought,” Aisha said, as Rosie hopped up on the sofa between us. “What if you told Rebecca how you felt?”

“Because—because I don’t even know how I feel,” I said while Rosie licked my face. “Besides attracted to her, which is embarrassing.”

“Tess, I’m like a Kinsey 1 and I’m at least a little attracted to Rebecca Frisch.”

“No, obviously, that’s what I mean. She’s the hottest person I’ve ever known and I’m—”

Aisha shrieked with laughter so loudly that Rosie bounced off the couch and hid under the coffee table. “Girl. You are a literal movie star. No one’s punching above her weight here.”

“I like being around her,” I admitted. “She’s so tall and competent and knowledgeable but—you know, there’s that other thing underneath.”

Aisha raised an eyebrow. “What other thing?”

“Like she’s soft too,” I said. “And maybe kind of a nerd sometimes. I mean, she’s scared of raccoons.”

Aisha laughed. “You watched the video!”

“Of course I watched the video!” I admitted. “Anyway. All of that. And sometimes she’ll say something so—I don’t know. Funny like she’s always been. It makes me remember all of it. Not just what I did, but everything before that too.”

“Yeah, do you want to talk about that?” Aisha asked.

“I obviously don’t,” I snapped. When Rosie barked back at me I could feel how I wasn’t on my best behavior. And maybe it was time.

So I told Aisha the whole story. The friendship, the walk back to our room, the way our first night together turned into an entire summer and the unfair promise of an entire life together, and of course the way I broke that promise.

“Hey,” Aisha said, touching my shoulder as I cried softly. “Tess, it’s OK.”

“It’s not,” I said. “I’m a literal villain.”

“Oh my god, do you know how annoyed I’ve been with you, and now instead of getting to yell at you about that, I have to comfort you?” Aisha leaned over and wrapped her arms around me. “It was a long time ago.”

“You can’t let me off the hook for it,” I said, squirming out of her arms. “It was monstrous.”

“You were a kid,” she said. “If I went on trial for everything I did in my early twenties …”

I shook my head. “Please don’t say things to make me feel nice. I’m a bad person at my core—I must be, to have done that to her—and I wouldn’t deserve her even if … you know! Even if my career would allow it. So can we let it go? Villains shouldn’t get happy endings anyway.”

“Tess …” Aisha sighed. “I know that calling yourself a villain lets you off the hook for actually doing shitty things, but the truth is that you’re a non-villain who could stand to remember that sometimes. Do you know why I’m annoyed with you? It’s nothing to do with your drunk texts, which I loved. I wish you’d text me more often about hot women you want to bang—”

“I never said bang!”

“—but no, it’s because I got a call from your fucking publicist’s assistant that you want to come by and pose with scholarship kids—”

I hadn’t thought it was heads-up I’d needed to give. “I never said scholarship kids—”

“—for some piece in the Times. So when I asked you to do something with the kids, it was bad for your image—”

“You wanted me to run around acting like Princess Platinum,” I said. “Which is a thing I’ve been trying to do less of. None of, ideally! I thought you understood that.”

“Fine!” she said. “I’d stopped asking! So why do you think that meant it was OK to use me and my kids as some sort of prop for your PR team? I know you’re desperate for your career to change. And I know that things are—to put it mildly—complicated with your ex. And your sexuality. But—”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “They told me I had to do something charitable and that I couldn’t do another thing with Hugs for Pugs. I promise you that I would have never—”

“No, I know,” she said, nodding. “It’s only your PR team that’s made up of assholes. You do pay them to do your bidding though.”

“You know how the business is.”

“Yeah, it’s why I got out of it.” She shook her head and stood up. “Look. You had a night, and I don’t think anything good can come from continuing this talk now. If you need to stop by a class and have some photos taken with the kids—as long as it’s a paying group of rich kids with rich parents, it’s fine with me. Next time, just ask me directly, OK?”

I jumped up to walk her out, and resisted throwing my arms around her at the door. This wasn’t a fight, it wasn’t a goodbye, it wasn’t the end to one of my only solid relationships. We’d be fine, because we always were. We had to be! I couldn’t handle it if my world got any smaller.

“Can I ask you something?” Aisha paused in the doorway, and I held my breath. “Did you actually literally think you couldn’t medically have an orgasm?”

I shrieked and pretended to shove her outside, as she cracked up. “If you tell anyone, I’ll have you murdered. But, also, yes.”

“Oh, god, Tess,” she said with a smile. “Do you have toast or do you need me to run to Albertsons for you?”

“Do you mind?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, but you’re treating me to the dinner I pick up from All Time for myself.” She hugged me tightly. “Take care of yourself. You’re not a villain. You’re a regular human who could stand to remember that more often.”




Chapter 14

There Has to Be a Twist

The next morning I showed up on time, not early, like a reasonable person who wasn’t looking for excuses to see her ex. The rest of the cast had beat me, and they were chatting with Kevin in the rehearsal space as I arrived.

“No, I’ll be fine, I’m twenty-nine and not a child,” he said, which made Kathleen cackle.

“Twenty-nine is a child, sweetie,” she said. “You’re allowed to miss your boyfriend on your birthday.”

“It’s your birthday?” I asked, feeling how everyone else knew and trying not to mind. If I got things like drunken nights squished into Chevy Sparks, they could have their own things too. “Happy twenty-nine.”

“Same age as me,” Michael said, which made us all crack up. “Maybe laugh less hard at that, guys.”

“Are you doing anything fun?” I asked. “Do you even have time to?”

“Just a few people going to Walt’s later,” he said, sort of waving his hand past the room, as if a few people were the rest of the cast and crew. “Don’t worry about it.”

“No, I mean, I can worry about it,” I said, though I didn’t know who or what Walt’s was, and maybe I couldn’t go. But I’d spent a lot of birthdays—including my twenty-ninth, come to think of it—out of town working and far from anyone who loved me, so I knew what it felt like. I texted Aisha to see if she could do any recon, if I could try to join everyone later. It was the sort of thing I would have sent Erica’s way in the past, but I knew what Erica would say and I didn’t care.

Verne walked into the room. I’d preferred life before they’d seen me as a drunken mess who’d dozed off in their car but Verne’s attitude at least hadn’t shifted in any noticeable way.

“Kevin, did you let them know?” they asked.

“That it’s his birthday?” I said, feeling how I was trying way too hard. “Yes.”

Verne sighed. “No. The Hometown billboards are going up today, and they’re going to unveil the one up the block from us now. Before rehearsal begins, I’m going to film y’all seeing it. Sound good?”

Even if it hadn’t, we didn’t have a choice, so the cast dutifully followed Verne down to the lobby, outside, and down the block.

“This doesn’t feel like it’s going to be that exciting,” Henry said.

“I’ve never done theatre that got a real billboard before,” Ashlee said. “It’ll impress my parents.”

“OK, there it goes,” Verne said, aiming their two phones at us as the giant tarp yanked away and the billboard came into focus. The billboard of Hometown’s title treatment, the DTA logo, and my face.

“Maybe it’ll impress Tess’s parents,” Michael said.

I shrugged. “They’re dead.”

“Great content, everyone,” Verne said with a sigh.

“Let’s get back to work,” Michael said, heading toward the theatre. I watched my face for a few moments more before following everyone back in.

I decided that no matter how Aisha responded, I was going to that party. Kevin deserved it, and maybe I deserved it too. I spent my lunch googling for gluten-free cake recipes and scheduled a grocery order to arrive home as I did. By the time I parked at Walt’s a couple hours after that, I was in my regular clothes—faded Highland Bulldogs T-shirt I’d stolen years ago from Andy with off-the-rack jeans and sneakers, contacts switched out for my round tortoiseshell frames—but Aisha had already texted back that it seemed like a chill Eastside bar that wouldn’t pay me any mind even if I walked in as Professional Actress Tess Gardner, so I felt good when I arrived. I didn’t spot anyone I knew in the bar, but walked through to a back patio where Kevin, Stephanie, Hannah, the entire cast, and Rebecca were sitting.

“Oh my god!” Kevin yelled when he saw me. “I told you you didn’t have to come.”

A terrible feeling roiled through me. Sometimes just being somewhere could make an event turn all about me. “Did you not want me to? I’m sorry I—”

“No,” he said, jumping up. “I literally can’t believe you’re here. I figured you had way better things to do.”

“Literally nothing better to do than this.” I presented him with the cake. “I should issue a disclaimer that while it does look delicious, I’ve never made a gluten-free cake before so we’ll see.”

“You made this?” Kevin took it from me and set the platter on the table before turning to give me a hug. “This is already making up for being out of town. Can someone see if they have a knife in the bar?”

“No, I brought a knife,” I said, pulling one out of my bag as everyone stared at me with raised eyebrows.

Michael stood up. “I’ll go get some plates, unless you’ve somehow housed an entire kitchen in there. Anyone want a beer? Tess, I assume not you. Whatever organic kombucha thing they have?”

“I’m not training for anything right now,” I said. “And I’m from the Midwest! Get me a beer! Actually—I’m very happy to go get my own beer—”

“I got you,” he said, heading in.

“Sit down,” Kathleen said. “You’re making me nervous waving that knife around from up there.”

I squeezed into the spot next to her before realizing it put me directly across from Rebecca, though she was deep in conversation with Stephanie.

“Here you go.” Michael set a beer in front of me as well as a stack of plates. “You want to do the honors, Kevin?”

“I can’t be in charge of cake-cutting,” he said with a look of more than mild panic, which struck the rest of us as hilarious. “Y’all, I am off the clock.”

“I’ll handle it,” Rebecca said, standing up, as I got back up to add the 2 and 9 candles I’d brought as well. The whole table sang “Happy Birthday”—there was really nothing like the harmonizing a play’s cast and crew could manage—and Kevin successfully blew out the candles while Kathleen hollered at him to make a wish.

“Jesus, what do you think’s going to happen if he forgets?” Michael asked her, which made all of us laugh even more than we already were. I removed the candles so Rebecca could slice the cake, and by the time it was passed around and people were making the sorts of noises that hadn’t historically gone with gluten-free desserts, I felt the exact opposite of the emotion I’d had earlier seeing that billboard unveiled.

“So I heard a rumor,” Kathleen said, turning to Rebecca and me as the table began to fall back into smaller conversations between clusters of people. “Were you two at Applewoods at the same time?”

I sipped my beer and waited for Rebecca to answer. I was the perfect picture of a chill and casual person who in no way was screaming on the inside.

“We were!” Rebecca beamed at me. “Gardner was the ingenue. I got all the old-woman parts.”

Kathleen cackled. “That was my lot there too.”

“So I was in good company,” Rebecca said, leaning forward. Her knees bumped mine under the table. “Yeah, I get to feel superior for knowing how great Gardner was before the rest of the world did.”

“You were great too.” I wondered if I should move my legs. Rebecca hadn’t shifted back. Had she noticed? I was pretty sure that her legs weren’t numb, so she must have known. God, why was I thinking of numb legs? Why couldn’t I be normal for one solid moment around her? “You played so many good old women.”

Rebecca laughed and shook her head. “Thank you, but it became fairly evident that a career in acting might not be for me. I’m still grateful as hell for that opportunity.”

“Tess,” Kevin called, and I looked over to see him, Henry, and Ashlee rushing toward me. “Have you seen the pinball machines in there?”

“You a big pinball aficionado, Gardner?” Rebecca asked with a grin.

“One might say a wizard,” I said, making myself laugh harder than was appropriate. “Sorry, no, what’s happening right now?”

Kevin grabbed my hand and pulled me up, and while I was disappointed to no longer be touching knees with Rebecca, I felt the comfort among everyone here, and how I was maybe on the inside of it after all.

It turned out that one of the bar’s pinball machines, located just off of the main bar area, was a Princess Platinum model I’d never seen before. In my blending-in-with-the-crowd outfit I couldn’t have felt less like her, and I even let Kevin take photos of me posed with it (with my glasses off, since if I was never seen with them in public I could keep getting away with disguising myself that way—my Clark Kent lifestyle). Henry had a large handful of quarters—we didn’t ask; I had a knife in my bag and Henry had an unreasonable amount of loose change and it was all fine—so we each took a turn. I played quite poorly and was grateful it wasn’t some kind of official event, that the only people who could roast me were Henry, Kevin, and Ashlee.

I headed out when the group started to break up—it had been a perfect night but I was also eager to get home to Rosie and the comfort of my sofa—and nearly bumped into Rebecca as I headed up Eagle Rock Boulevard to my car.

“Sorry,” she said, looking up from her phone. “I haven’t learned LA sidewalk etiquette yet. Is there LA sidewalk etiquette? I’m just trying to order a Lyft.”

“Do you need a ride?” I asked, because apparently my subconscious couldn’t just let a perfect night be a perfect night without some nonsense thrown in.

“You don’t mind?” Rebecca asked, as something that felt like stupid naïve hope unspooled within me.

“Not at all, you’re on my way,” I lied. “I’m parked just up the block.”

We fell into step together, and Rebecca practically hopped up and down when my Porsche came into view. “It’s the car!”

My heart thudded in my chest. “What?”

“I’ve heard so much about the car,” Rebecca said as I unlocked the doors. “Everyone talks about it. Ooh, the leather. It smells great in here.”

“I have it oiled regularly,” I said, and we both cracked up. I sat down normally, but Rebecca clunked into the seat with an oof, and we laughed even harder.

“Wow,” she said, “it’s low.”

“Sorry, I guess I’m used to it.”

“No, it’s incredible,” she said, running her hand along the dashboard. “I love how you are, Gardner, just someone who keeps her head down and works her ass off.”

I couldn’t believe it was how she saw me, and, also, love?

“You and me,” she continued, “I think we’re the same that way. But look at this car!”

I grimaced, starting the engine. “Does that completely undo it then?”

“No,” she said, almost with a gasp. “I love this car. I’ve never seen something so green in my life.”

“I still can’t tell if you’re messing with me or not,” I said, checking my side mirror before flooring it into a U-turn. “Do you mind typing your address into Waze for me? Your ex-wife’s address, I mean?”

“Happy to,” Rebecca said, picking up my phone. “Oh, god, your wallpaper. Your dog’s so cute.”

“The cutest, though I’m biased. Do you have any pets?”

“I wish,” she said. “My schedule makes it tough. Someday, maybe.”

We were silent for a few moments, which was dangerous for me, it turned out.

“Did you call that woman?” I asked, stopping at a red light and pretending I didn’t care about the answer.

“What woman?” she asked with genuine confusion in her voice.

“Tide to Go,” I said, and a laugh flew out of Rebecca.

“Why?” she asked, still laughing. “Would that bother you?”

The light turned green, so I floored it instead of answering. Rebecca watched out the window as I zipped down the street, turned to get on the 2 Freeway headed south.

“Gardner, I should say something.”

My breath caught so suddenly I could hardly breathe.

“I’ve been lying to you,” she said. “This whole time.”

My heart pounded so intensely I felt physically shaken by it. I gripped the steering wheel and, feeling the sweat on my palms, gripped harder.

“You leaving,” she said, “was one of the hardest things I’ve ever been through. You broke my heart, and I hated you for it.”

If I’d had to guess how I would have felt in this moment, I would have imagined my guilt skyrocketing, my villain quotient increasing. Instead my chest felt smacked by a wall of gratefulness. Maybe it was monstrous in a whole different way, but I could feel how this was what I’d actually wanted. Not Rebecca coolly dismissing our story. To have meant something to someone. To have meant something to her.

“When my agent called me about Hometown and mentioned you were a part of it, I was—I don’t have the words for what I was.” Rebecca’s voice was laced thick with an emotional tone I hadn’t heard from her in a long time. “But it was too good of an opportunity to pass up.”

It was funny thinking of how I’d imagined that call, had imagined Rebecca’s face when she heard my name, had perhaps gotten it all right after all. And yet we were still here together tonight anyway.

“And I have to go in with my walls up anyway,” she continued. “Any job! Or men think that I don’t have a plan and they don’t trust me to lead.”

“Who wouldn’t trust you,” I said, and she laughed and elbowed me. “I’m kidding. Of course I understand.”

“Yeah, what woman doesn’t?” She sighed. “So I came in armed. But then I saw you and how you’re the same. You’re still the girl who reads more books than she has to, who works her ass off to impress the entire room and not just her director, who bakes someone a gluten-free birthday cake from scratch.”

I drove silently, letting her words settle somewhere in me instead of finding the right thing to say in return. What could I say anyway? I felt better, I felt worse, I felt more and less guilty. The entire range of human emotion thrummed throughout my body.

There was no parking open in front of Rebecca’s ex’s loft high-rise, so I steered into a red zone and turned on my hazards. Rebecca’s hand went to the car door handle, and something inside of me seized with the panic to do something. I wasn’t ready for this to end.

“Rebecca,” I said, and her hand relaxed, dropped back into her lap, almost like she’d been waiting for me. “I wish I had the words to tell you how sorry I—”

She turned her head so abruptly I stopped talking. “No, Gardner, I’ve had a lot of time to think about this, had more than a few therapy sessions on the topic. And the truth is that I knew.”

I stared at her. “You knew what?”

“I had all these plans,” she said softly. “This whole life we were going to have in New York. I’d thought of everything. Like, the more details I could put in front of you, the more I could guarantee it would happen. But you never said yes. When I came back that day and you were gone—all I could think was, You idiot, she never said yes.”

I swallowed, hard. “I wanted to say yes.”

“I know you did.” She covered my hand with hers. “You were in such an impossible position. I kept thinking about the whole plan you had with your brother, how you were these two kids whose family barely paid any attention to them and you’d figured out your futures anyway, and that was who you’d have to disappoint. On top of the whole—how you weren’t sure you’d have a home to go back to if you came out. And there I was, all, come to Brooklyn with me, we’ll get shitty jobs and drink at Henrietta’s every night like it was so easy.”

“It could have been that easy,” I said, and Rebecca squeezed my hand.

“That was my real heartbreak,” she said softly. “Well, no, of course my real heartbreak was getting left by the girl I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with. Going back home alone and having to tell my roommates I’d gotten dumped. But thinking of how the world had conspired to keep you from the life you wanted … that broke my heart too.”

“No, I—I don’t deserve that,” I whispered. “I loved you so much, and I was too much of a coward to even try.”

I barely choked back a sob, but another wave was right behind it, and I had to give in. Rebecca leaned over, gently slid off my glasses, wrapped her arms around me. She pulled me close and held me right there until I managed to stop crying.

“Oh, god.” I pulled back from her. “I got makeup on your shirt. I’m so sorry.”

“Where’s a Tide to Go pen when you need it?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Don’t worry about it. I already found a good dry cleaner on Yelp. Hey, an idea.”

Her gentle tone soothed something at my core. “Yes?”

Her hand was back on the car door handle. “How would you feel about getting together and catching up? It’s been so long and—I want to hear about everything.”

“Me too,” I said, nodding and wiping my eyes. “I’d love that.”

“I’ll text so we can make plans,” she said. “Can you go out for dinner? Or is it too much of a whole thing?”

“No, there are chill places in my neighborhood where it’s easy.”

“Great.” She squeezed my hand again. “Get home safe, OK?”

By the time I let myself inside my house, I felt like my life had been completely unwritten, and I had no idea what I was supposed to do now with this other story.




Chapter 15

Send in the Drones

It’s Rebecca.

Oh my god, you still have the same number??

I can’t believe you remember that. But, yes, it’s true. Don’t tell anyone, but I’m also technically still on my parents’ family plan.

Is it weird I think that’s sweet?

Yes! That’s weird! How’s tomorrow night for dinner? 8?

That works for me. If Mexican’s good (is Mexican good LOL), what about Encanto?

Give me a chance to look it up on Yelp.

This will never get old for you, will it?

Never! And this looks great. Are you making a reservation? Should I? Can you just make a reservation?

Believe it or not, yes, normal places won’t do anything bad with my info. Reservation made, see you tomorrow. Technically, see you tomorrow at rehearsal. But then later at the restaurant.

Can’t wait.

I walked to Encanto from my place—it was only a couple of blocks down the hill—and spotted Rebecca hopping out of a Lyft as I walked down the sidewalk. She’d changed clothes since rehearsal, an intarsia sweater in purple, crimson, gold, over black pants and heels. I loved how tall she was, how it felt like the whole world had to take a step back to accommodate her.

I’d changed, too, my favorite green jumpsuit and a gold pair of platforms that were stylist-selected. A huge reason I occasionally enjoyed getting dolled up by stylists was that I was very bad at it on my own, so it was good to have a few approved outfits on hand.

“Is this your neighborhood?” she asked, and I nodded until I remembered that last night I’d said she was on my way home. Did New Yorkers understand Los Angeles geography enough to suss out driving-related lies?

“It is,” I said.

“Why do you look so shifty?” she asked, holding open the restaurant’s door for me. “Oh, it’s gorgeous in here.”

The restaurant was upscale but still warm and welcoming, with wood-paneled walls, greenery throughout the dining room, and low lighting that made it easy to disappear into a corner table. The host greeted us with a genuine-seeming smile and led us to a small table tucked between a floor-to-ceiling sculpture and large potted plants, where I studied my menu instead of thinking about Rebecca sitting across from me.

“Are you drinking?” she asked. “Or are we still too close to the wine incident?”

“I’ll have a drink, if you are,” I said. “It’s kind of weird we’ve never been out together, isn’t it? Or is it?”

“No, I was thinking it too. The finest place I ever took you to was the mess hall, early. Before all the good desserts were gone.”

“Oh my god, I completely forgot about that,” I said. “What was the cook’s name, Nancy? She was so crabby, but her desserts were so delicious. I was obsessed with that butterscotch pudding, even though I think it was just Jell-O mix.”

“It was definitely just Jell-O mix,” Rebecca said. “Turns out you can really elevate Jell-O mix by eating it in bed with a girl, though, is what I learned.”

“Oh, I was going to say homemade whipped cream, but, yes, also that,” I said, which made her laugh. Suddenly I wished our table was smaller and that our knees were pushed together again. “What do you think about LA?”

She held her arms out in front of her as if to indicate the entire restaurant. “What’s not to love? The restaurants are all gorgeous—or in a strip mall but surprisingly delicious. The sunshine and the palm trees and the blue skies, the whole deal. It’s not entirely unwalkable. The pace is nice. No one’s asking me what job I have lined up next, they want to hear about what I’m doing now. Why are you making that face?”

“I think most Angelenos are always on the defense around New Yorkers,” I said. “I didn’t mean to let it show in my face. Also I have an appointment with my aesthetician next week; my Botox is probably at its weakest right now.”

“Oh my god, thank you,” she said before I could worry that I shouldn’t have said it. “None of my friends want to discuss it, even though I find it unlikely I’m the only one paying a person to inject me with toxins.”

A server showed up and didn’t bat an eye at that, or at me, which was perfectly Los Angeles. We ordered margaritas and ceviche to start, like two people who’d been agreeing on orders for years.

“Cheers,” Rebecca said, holding up her glass, once we’d been served. “To Yelp.”

“To Botox,” I said.

“To gluten-free cakes,” she said.

“To female directors,” I said, and she cracked up and sloppily clinked her glass against mine.

“So do you want to hear how it happened?” she asked, after taking a gulp and licking a streak of salt off the rim. I didn’t know what she meant, but I nodded eagerly anyway. I wanted to know how all of it happened. I wanted to watch her lick that entire glass clean.

“My girlfriend at the time, Allie, she’d made plans with friends for all of us to see this movie she’d heard had, and I quote—why can I still quote this?—major gay feels. Anyway, we’re all at the theater, and the movie starts, and it’s you.”

“All Green Lights,” I said, because despite that it was a fairly conventional film, it had become beloved by sapphic audiences because of the friendship subplot between two characters. “I did always wonder if you saw it. I swear that it didn’t seem gay when we shot it.”

“Do you know that chart they show kids of cartoon faces of emotions so they can learn to use words to express their feelings?” Rebecca asked. “I swear I felt every one of those cartoon faces at the same time. Seeing you up there felt like getting punched in the gut, but also I was so proud of you, and I missed you so much, and, look. There had been a lot of drama in my social circle, but no one’s ex-girlfriend had popped up onscreen. I didn’t have any guidelines for how to deal with it.”

“No,” I said. “It’s weird.”

“What about you?” she asked.

“What about me?” I asked, and took a sip of my drink. “Have I read all the sartorial features about you? Did I boo when you lost the Tony? Of course.”

She watched me across the table, and I could feel that I hadn’t given her what she’d given me.

“I was killing time on set and scrolling The Cut. And I saw your photo, and then I thought—oh, I’m imagining this, it’s just some other hot lesbian. But then I saw that it was you. And I couldn’t even read the article right away. I put my phone away for a while, pretended I hadn’t seen it. It was like I’d been able to pretend you didn’t exist anymore, but … there you were.”

Rebecca raised an eyebrow. “Existing.”

“No, but like … thriving. Kicking ass. Proving to the world everything I’d known about you to be true.”

She nudged my foot with hers under the table. “You’re very sweet.”

The server dropped off our ceviche with a bowl of chips, and Rebecca leaned forward to scoop up a piece of kampachi once we’d put in our entrée orders and it was just the two of us again.

“Will you tell me about Vindicators?” she asked. “My niece and nephew love those movies, so I’ve seen them all. They did Halloween costumes after the last one came out, which means I had the—I assume unique experience of seeing my niece dressed up like my ex.”

I smiled. “Your sister has kids?”

“Yes!” Rebecca took out her phone and tapped a few times before holding up her screen to show me a boy and girl around nine and ten. “Gracie and Wilder. They’re in DC but I get down to see them whenever I can. They’re losing their minds that you’re in my play—sorry, in my family group chat, it’s known as my play.”

“I won’t tell Stephanie.” I thought about offering to Face-Time them, like I did with Kathleen’s daughter, but it felt far too messy to get tied up with Rebecca’s family. “So what do you want to hear?”

“Oh my god.” She gestured wildly with her hands. “Everything. I know you did your whole talk-show-prepared anecdotes with the donors the other night, but tell me everything else.”

I told her about the code names, Plaid Thanksgiving and the other two, how even when we were filming I was called to set as the Girl Scout.

“Wait, why?” Rebecca asked. “I understand before any announcements are made, but after, what’s even the point?”

“There’s apparently big money in scooping any film details at all,” I said, taking a sip of my drink. “So comic book sites, less ethical entertainment sites, the people who’re trying to sell stories to them, they might be listening in on radio frequencies, flying drones overhead. If we’re outdoors on our way to an exterior set or walking from one soundstage to another, we have robes on over our costumes.”

“Gardner, that is nuts,” she said.

“I know it sounds crazy when I talk about it afterward,” I said. “But when you’re in it, it’s just business as usual. And it’s such this well-oiled machine, you know? There are so many masters of so many crafts on set, the way the costumes and effects and sets all come together. And people love what they’re doing, not just their part of it, but they’re actual fans of the comic books or of the series before they joined on. So many things aren’t like that.”

“No, I’d imagine not. That’s lovely to hear.”

I shrugged. “I mean, it’s hard too. When we film overseas I spend most of my time alone in my trailer or working out with my trainer. The rest of the cast is incredible but because of effects we shoot so much separately. Sometimes the press tour is literally the first time we feel like a real team. And that part takes forever, and I’d rather just be home with Rosie or working on the next thing. Plus I’m worried I’ve ruined my career for anything else.”

She nodded. “Yeah. Not that I think you have—just that I understand where you’re coming from. That first day of rehearsals, fuck.”

“It feels better now,” I said. “Mostly. It’s my fault that I keep getting separated from everyone else.”

“No,” Rebecca said and tipped back her drink to finish it off. Her neck flashed a streak of creamy white under the dim lighting. “It’s how this works. You’re the most famous person, you’re getting the most publicity, they’re putting you on the poster. It’s basic math. And I promise you that everyone understands that.”

I shrugged. “It doesn’t always seem that way. Don’t you ever feel like that? When you’re the only one getting features or interviews?”

Rebecca leaned out to call over the server to order another drink.

“Yikes,” I said. “That bad?”

She leaned back in her seat and gave me a look I couldn’t interpret. “I’m all smoke and mirrors, Gardner.”

I had no idea what was happening, but it was still the sexiest thing anyone had ever said to me.

“After I’d done a few small productions,” she said, “this opportunity at the Bushwick Starr came up and I thought, yeah, I could do that. I really wanted it. But I didn’t have a ton of connections yet, and on paper I wasn’t impressive. My friend Sasha works for a PR firm, and she pushed this little story about me doing this one-night event—it wasn’t much of anything, but Sasha knew how to make me sound compelling—and a couple outlets picked it up. And that is not why I got that show, but I did get that show, and it was partially because suddenly people had heard of me. And it kept happening, I swear, I’d breathe, and someone would cover it in their theatre news.”

“And also,” I said, “you look like that.”

Rebecca laughed. “You understand what my life’s been like, right, Gardner? I was this tall by the time I was halfway through high school. Kids were brutal. Even at Wellesley and then after college—well, things were better, but I did not foresee … any of this.”

I found myself holding my breath as the waiter stopped by with Rebecca’s drink.

“Since theatre was hardly paying all of my bills,” she said after taking a sip, “I always have another gig. Sometimes two. Sometimes five. Anyway, I interviewed to be an assistant to a stylist, and when I walked into her office, she said, you’re tall, and basically hired me on the spot. And I did assistant work but she’d also just … style me. Like I was her personal doll.”

“Wait,” I said, “I can’t tell if this is a good story or a creepy one.”

Rebecca laughed. “To be honest, me either. Even now! But I’m a great assistant, and Liz pays me shit but plies me with freebies. And, I don’t know. I got good at it. I stopped slouching—remember how bad I used to slouch?”

“I always liked your slouch,” I admitted, remembering how we’d sit next to each other in bed at night sometimes, reading the same book, Rebecca’s chin on my shoulder despite our height difference.

“Yeah, well, you were biased,” she said with a laugh. “I stopped letting my mom pick out my glasses—yes, I was in my twenties, it had been long enough, we can agree there, right?”

“I’ll give you that one,” I said with a smile.

Rebecca thanked our server as he set down our entrées and turned back to me. “Anyway, I’m a sham. I know what my image is, but I still work for Liz sometimes. As you now know, I’m in my thirties and my parents pay my phone bill. I’m staying with my ex-wife for eight weeks, for god’s sake.”

I glanced at her hands, gold rings sparkling.

“Oh,” she said, and touched a diamond stud in one of her ears. “These are from Target! They look real, though, right?”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously! A lot of the rest—I got most of my grandmas’ jewelry when they died, and Mom and Parker are too no-nonsense for most of it—I know, imagine being too no-nonsense for the classiest shit you’ve ever seen.”

I laughed and shrugged. “I don’t wear any jewelry a stylist doesn’t put on me.”

“Oh god, you too.” She shook her head and laughed. “Anyway, my life’s a figurative second-hand store. Sometimes a literal second-hand store! And if you’re wondering why I don’t just become a stylist, congrats, you sound like my dad.”

“I wasn’t thinking that at all.” I still hadn’t touched my branzino because I couldn’t pull myself away from Rebecca, from her story. “You’re an incredible director and even though you’re so good at other things, I’m so glad it’s what you decided matters to you.”

Rebecca stared at me, and I worried I’d said too much. So for some reason, I kept going.

“Also, you’ve worked a ton since then,” I said. “In between the Bushwick production and Arcadia. You have a career, Rebecca! There’s no way you got hired for everything on your résumé because you get good press. I mean if the point is that you faked it ’til you made it … you made it! What’s the scam, that you’ve directed shows people loved? That you’re hot? These are not scams.”

Rebecca laughed, as I tried to act normal about calling her hot to her face. “Thank you, Gardner. That genuinely means the world to me.”

“I do wish I could see your closet though,” I said, though, again, was that too personal? Closets were generally in bedrooms, after all.

“Oh, god, no!” Rebecca leaned over and speared a piece of fish from my plate. “Sorry, it looks too good and you’re taking too long for me to politely ask. Anyway, my closet’s a disaster and there are racks all over my bedroom. Smoke and mirrors, remember?”

I smiled. “Well, it’s a good show.”

After we ate, we walked outside together and I waited while Rebecca ordered a Lyft. I wanted to offer her a ride but it would have involved walking uphill to my place to get my car, and then the jig was truly up.

“We should do this again,” I said without really thinking, but Rebecca looked up from her phone and smiled at me.

“I’d love to. Next week? I can check my calendar when I get back to my computer. You can browse Yelp for some good ideas.”

“Actually … I don’t know. Is this weird? Maybe you could come over, and I can make dinner, and you can meet Rosie.”

“Gardner, you fucking know I want to meet Rosie,” she said, smiling even harder. “I’m going to win so many points with Gracie and Wilder, you have no idea.”

She waved as a car pulled up to the curb. “That’s me. See you tomorrow.”

I watched her go before walking uphill alone and wondering what would have happened if I’d invited her over right now instead. And then I reminded myself that the answer was nothing and I wouldn’t have extended next week’s invitation if it were anything else. Anything else, even if I thought Rebecca would actually be interested, didn’t fit into the life of Professional Actress Tess Gardner.




Chapter 16

Girl Monsters

We went off-book in rehearsal. In school and at Apple-woods, I’d loved this part. I was sharp at memorizing and took pride in looking less and less at my script in my hands until I stopped holding it entirely. I’d been a show-off, sure, but the theatre was in fact a safe space for show-offs.

Film, though, had made me rusty. Shooting a few pages at a time, sometimes less. Scripts at the edges of the shot, someone always there to feed you the line that slipped your memory with the eventual audience none the wiser. Even though as of last week I’d felt the words in me, my brain holding the story, without the pages in my hand that no longer felt true.

“Sorry,” I said, for at least the fifth time as we ran a scene early in the first act, dense with character backstory via rapid dialogue that kept the story moving.

Michael sighed heavily. “Tess, I know this isn’t—”

“Yes, Michael,” Rebecca said, “I’m sure you’re about to make a clever Vindicators reference for us all, but let’s keep things moving.”

“Here’s your line,” Kevin said, walking a script over to me. “Want to hold on to this for a bit?”

I didn’t but I said yes because I’d rather look like an unqualified idiot than continue to hold everyone else back. Today the design team drifted in and out, making notes, asking us to hold props here and there, and I couldn’t imagine what they thought of me, the lone cast member clutching her script like a security blanket. Back at Applewoods I’d learned there was no better feeling than to have the larger team approve of your performance, to make them laugh or elicit an audible murmur of sympathy at the right moment. I was back to feeling the impossibility of this task.

When we broke for lunch, Kathleen and Ashlee followed me into the lounge, close on my heels.

“I know,” I said, sitting down with my salad. “I’m making things hard on everyone today. I used to be so good at—anyway. I really am sorry.”

“Oh my god, why are you apologizing to us?” Kathleen asked, sitting down next to me as Ashlee sat across from us.

“Yeah, I just wanted to make sure you were OK,” Ashlee said. “This used to happen to me all the time. I’d mess up one line and then panic and then it was all over for me. Especially if you felt like anyone was waiting for it to happen.”

“Especially then,” Kathleen said with an eye roll. “You’re doing fine, honey. Better than fine, you know what I mean. This shit’s hard. It’s why we’re all drawn to it. And theatre is a great leveler—there’s no bullshit here.”

Ashlee made a face, and Kathleen and I both laughed.

“Darlin’, you know what I mean,” Kathleen continued. “It’s a trust exercise. You go out with five, ten—four, in this case—people onstage and you’re so exposed. It doesn’t matter where you come from and what you’ve done, just if you have the goods and you don’t drop the ball. It wipes the rest of it away.”

That would have resonated more if I was certain that I had the goods and the balls.

“It’s weird we’re comforting you,” Ashlee said, and then laughed. “Sorry, am I allowed to say that?”

“You can say it.” I smiled and speared a radish with my fork. “But you’re all so amazing. I still walk in a lot of days feeling like a fraud.”

“Yeah, that’s called being an actor,” Kathleen said. “Sorry to be the one to inform you. OK, Ashlee, distract us with the latest updates on your—what did you call it? Your situationship?”

“Again, Kathleen, I didn’t come up with that term,” Ashlee said. “And it’s still a mess. Do you really want me to rant about this indie film boy while you’re eating?”

“Yes,” Kathleen and I said together, and laughed, and other folks drifted in, and by the time we headed back into the rehearsal space, my head had stopped pounding with the same intense level of panic. Occasionally I glanced to Kathleen and Ashlee, because as kind as they’d been, it was tough not looking out for traps. It couldn’t be so simple as leaning on my co-stars this way when I felt asea. Even though, once upon a time, before Princess Platinum and way back before All Green Lights, it had been that way. This space where it felt free to mess up hadn’t been on my mind when I thought of the reasons I wanted to get back to the theatre; was it unwise and naïve to want that now?

At the end of the day, Kathleen and Ashlee plus Henry asked if I wanted to grab a drink somewhere as chill as you need it to be and I opened my mouth to automatically say no, but I reminded myself how an invitation could be filled with kindness, and started to say yes, except then the thing I’d had to forget to function at all sprang back to mind: Rebecca was due at my place for dinner in two hours.

“I can’t,” I said. “Sorry—tomorrow? I have something tonight and—”

Somehow instead of casually slipping my bag over my shoulder I accidentally tossed it halfway across the room.

“Oh my god,” Ashlee said, as a wide grin took over her face. “I can’t believe you let me talk about my dumb thing all lunch long when you have something tonight.”

“Yeah, let us know how that something works out for you,” Kathleen said with a cackle.

“Tomorrow’s fine,” Henry told me, as Michael walked my tote bag over to me with a look of exhaustion. “Drinks tomorrow night? Somewhere chill?”

“Sure,” Michael said. “There’s that place in Little Tokyo with shitty cocktails but a good sake menu and that patio I don’t hate.”

“Can someone please find out the actual name before tomorrow?” I asked.

“Yes, go,” Ashlee said with a serious expression. “Don’t leave your something waiting.”

“It’s not like that,” I said, glancing over Rebecca’s way, relieved she was deep in conversation with Kevin and Hannah and hopefully had heard none of this. “Just making dinner for an old friend.”

Somehow that sounded like even more of a euphemism, but I still managed to extricate myself and head to my car without making it even worse than I already had. I zipped through rush-hour traffic the best I could without being a complete asshole, and was relieved to see Andy pulling in ahead of me when I drove past my gate.

“Hi, baby,” I greeted Rosie as she dashed out of Andy’s car to my side. “Thanks for taking her today.”

“It’s fine, everyone at the office loves her,” he said. “How’re you doing?”

“Good, why?” I asked, letting myself into the house as Rosie bounced alongside me. “Do I not seem good?”

“You seem … like if you were a different person I’d wonder if you had a coke problem,” he said, and I burst into shocked laughter.

“Just a bit of a rough day, and now a busy night,” I said, walking straight to the kitchen. “Having someone over for dinner. A lot to get ready. Though if you want to stay for a while—”

“No, I have plans,” he said, and while I wanted to demand more intel, he hadn’t even raised an eyebrow at having someone over for dinner, which would have absolutely set off my costars, so I decided not to press my luck. “Dodgers Sunday?”

“Yes, for sure,” I said, nodding emphatically. “Thank you again and I’ll text you on Saturday?”

“Sounds good. And, uh—I know it’s none of my business—” Uh-oh.

“—but things are cool with you and Aisha, yeah?”

I was so relieved he hadn’t sniffed out anything weird about my evening that it took a moment for a different panic to shoot through me. “I mean … cool-ish, I’d say. Why?”

“I don’t know,” he said, leaning over to pet Rosie. “Just feels like they’re not, and maybe like that’s on you. Maybe try to work on it.”

He let himself out before I could ask him anything else. I grabbed my phone to text Aisha, but then I didn’t know what to say, because I thought we were OK. But also I’d be lying to say I’d felt great about everything, so instead of dashing off something thoughtless I decided to think it over while starting dinner. By the time the broth was simmering, I had no further ideas, so I focused on cleaning mussels and then making my favorite homemade salad dressing, a riff on Mom’s classic vinaigrette. By the time my phone dinged at 7:59, everything was exactly on time.

How exactly do I get into your complex?

I decided to walk out to let her in—friendlier, I thought, than texting a string of numbers—and had definitely not thought ahead how it would feel to see Rebecca standing in front of my home. She’d changed since rehearsal; she was in a black cashmere sweater over faded jeans and a pair of Nikes. A staying-in look.

“Hi,” I greeted her.

“Hey. Look at your cute apron,” she said, walking up to me and pulling on the ruffled straps. “Is this vintage?”

“Yeah, it was my mom’s,” I said, trying not to react to her hands so close to my—my everything, really. “I think it’s the girliest thing I own. Come on in.”

She followed me past the gate and then into the house. “Gardner, this is gorgeous. You must get so much light during the day.”

Rosie ran over to sniff Rebecca’s legs.

“This is Rosie,” I said. “Rosie, this is Rebecca.”

“Oh my god, it’s so good to meet you, Rosie.” Rebecca immediately sat down on the floor to pet her, and she laughed as she scratched Rosie’s head. “Sorry, she just makes the craziest little sounds. It’s like you have a baby monster.”

“I know, right? It’s my favorite thing about her. Well, one of my ten thousand favorite things about her. I wish women were encouraged to be baby monsters.”

“Ah, you said it,” Rebecca said. “Sorry, I’ve neglected to say that it smells amazing in here.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I should check on everything. But you can just hang out here with Rosie, if you want.”

“I want to hang out with both of you,” she said, getting up and doing her best to brush off the massive covering of tan pug hair that had already clung to her sweater. “If Rosie’s allowed in the kitchen.”

“Rosie’s allowed everywhere,” I said. “Come on.”

“Oh my god,” she said, turning as we walked. “Look at this. So good for entertaining. Mine is like this.” She held her hands out in front of her not even a foot apart from one another. “I had friends over for my birthday once, I’m not joking, Sasha somehow ended up stepping on the cake.”

I sighed. “That honestly sounds great. This space was such a huge reason why I wanted this house, but I just don’t really end up entertaining very often.”

“You should have the Hometown team over,” she said. “If you wanted to. I bet I could get someone to step on a cake for you.”

“Maybe,” I said. “I just want them to see me like one of them. The house kind of blows it up a bit.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, grinning. “So does the car, but I hear you keep vrooming into the parking garage every morning anyway.”

“I don’t vroom,” I said, checking the pot on the stovetop to see if the mussels had opened yet. “Would you like wine?”

“Yes, and let me make myself useful while you’re handling everything else,” she said.

“Sure,” I said, pointing to the fridge and the location of wineglasses in my cabinets. “Do you miss New York?”

“Honestly, I’ve traveled so much, I try not to dwell on it. The goal’s that eventually I can be more selective, book more local work. But I’m surprised how much I like it here. Between that and how much I’m working, it’s almost hard to find time to miss New York too much. Just my bed, which I prefer falling into over Carmen’s futon.”

“Futons are terrible,” I said. “When Andy and I first got here, we bought this pair of futons off of Craigslist for this one-bedroom we shared in NoHo—he took the living room and gave me the bedroom—and I’m pretty sure neither of us got a normal night of sleep until I booked All Green Lights and moved out and treated us both to real beds.”

I immediately wished I hadn’t brought anything up concerning that time in my life, but Rebecca set a glass of Chablis next to me and smiled.

“I wish Parker and I were as close as you and your brother. Is he still out here?”

I nodded. “He started that landscape business like he said he would. If it was bright out I’d show you the backyard, all his work. Also he’s an incredible uncle to Rosie.”

Rosie barked as if to agree, and Rebecca squealed in delight. I got to work setting the table, and she fell into place next to me, helping bring everything over from the stovetop and counter.

“You’re my guest,” I told her, though it felt more comfortable and familiar than it had any right to.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said with a grin. “Is that everything?”

“Sit,” I told her. “I just have to get the bread from the oven.”

“There’s bread in the oven?” she asked.

“Don’t sound so excited,” I warned, pulling it out with a potholder. “I just wrapped a loaf of bread in foil and threw it in. I didn’t have time to make bread today.”

“Gardner, who the fuck has the time to make bread?”

I carefully wrapped it in a tea towel and placed it into a basket before carrying it over. “I think that’s everything.”

“It looks incredible,” Rebecca said, glancing around the table. “I had no idea you could cook like this.”

“My mom taught me.” I leaned forward to serve the salad. “This is her dressing recipe, actually. She took so much care in everything she made for us, I always wanted to be the same way. I mean, I know she thought this was so I could make dinner for my husband, but I still like keeping up her traditions.”

“How are your parents?” she asked.

“Dead,” I said, and her face fell. “No, it’s OK. It’s been a while. Mom got sick a couple years after I moved to LA—lymphoma—and Dad kind of faded once she was gone. It was his heart. You know. Literally and figuratively.”

“Tess,” she said, and we both seemed a little stunned at her use of my first name. “I’m so sorry.”

“I always felt kind of prepared,” I said. “Since my older brothers were so much older than Andy and me. When you grow up with older parents, you can do the math. And we weren’t close, I guess, not really. That thing you said the other night, that no one paid attention to me and Andy—I guess that was true. It’s all sad, I know, but I’m OK. Maybe if I didn’t have Andy so close it would be different, but I do. And my older brothers and Andy and I Zoom like once a month—my idea—so even when I’m on location and it’s been too long since I’ve been home to visit, we’re all still in touch, which is really important to me. I never wanted moving away to mean I didn’t have a family.”

Rebecca pushed her empty salad plate away and tore off a piece of bread to dip into her bowl, sopping up the broth. “Do you want a family? Someday?”

“I think I have the one I’m getting,” I said. “Dog and dog uncle, you know? What about you?”

“Sure, someday,” she said. “If I could work a little less, find someone who’s more tethered down so we could make it work in one place. The logistics with someone with a schedule like mine would be impossible. Gardner, seriously, this is the best thing I’ve eaten in forever.”

“Thanks,” I said, imagining the tethered woman who’d land Rebecca, have her babies or vice versa. “Do you cook?”

“I make the best grilled cheese you’ve ever had,” she said. “Are you impressed?”

“Very. What’s your secret?”

“As if I would tell you the secret to the best grilled cheese in the world!”

“I’ll sign an NDA,” I said, and she cracked up. It was deeply annoying how sexy it was to make someone laugh, even someone who was dreaming of their future tethered wife (probably) as we spoke.

After we finished off the pot of mussels and most of the bread, I offered to give her a tour of the rest of the place before dessert. Rebecca exclaimed over just about everything—which, coming from someone with her taste, meant the world to me—and I even let her into my office, where I barely worked, but it felt like the least tacky place to keep my small collection of awards.

“Wait, what is this one?” Rebecca asked, picking up my People’s Choice Award, a tall slim golden cylinder. “Will you judge me if I say it looks like a sex toy? Sorry, also, should I have not picked it up?”

“It’s fine,” I said. “It’s a People’s Choice Award, but you’re not wrong.”

“Aw, you’re the people’s choice,” she said as I led her out of the office and back down the hallway. “Does that feel … even comprehensible? I still can hardly handle the relatively small number of theatre people and lesbians who know who I am.”

“No, it’s too much to handle if I really dwell on it,” I said. “But also I’m used to it? Sorry, that’s not a great answer. Are you ready for dessert?”

“Maybe,” she said. “What did you make?”

I hadn’t thought this part through, hadn’t thought about saying it aloud, hadn’t even thought about why I’d done it until this moment, standing in front of her.

“Why are you making that face?” she asked, as a look of realization washed over her. “Did you make butterscotch pudding?”

I nodded. “With homemade whipped cream.”

“Fuck,” she said, staring at me, her brown eyes wide behind her glasses.

My body took over, because I absolutely didn’t think about it. I had no idea I was going to do it. I barely understood that I wanted to do it, other than the background hum of desire that had become white noise the past weeks. I clasped Rebecca’s waist with my hands, soft cashmere and the heat of her body, and rose up on my toes to find her lips with mine. She leaned down immediately, her hair brushing my cheeks, her lips warm and eager.

I hummed with impatience, felt twenty-two again, but held back, kissed her gently as her fingertips grazed my face and she held me in her hands as we kissed again.

Rebecca took a step away, almost backing into the wall, and a panic seized me that it was all we’d get this time, two practically chaste kisses in my hallway while my dog snored nearby. Still, wasn’t that more than I deserved?

Suddenly, though, I didn’t care about what I deserved. I couldn’t care past this moment. I grabbed Rebecca’s hand and pulled her to the living room, steered her to the sofa, where I sat at her side practically facing her. A smirk danced at the edges of her mouth, but before she could say a word I pulled off her glasses and covered her lips with mine again.

This time she opened up to me, and I tried not to show her how eager I was to slip my tongue between her lips, taste every part of her starting here. Her breath was hard and fast when I pulled back from her, and I stopped worrying about hiding my eagerness. I licked down the smooth column of her neck, and scraped my teeth at its base, which elicited a little yelp from Rebecca.

“What are we, fifteen?” she asked, smacking me lightly on the arm. “There are about seven shirts I can’t wear if you give me a hickey.”

“What about here?” I tugged down the collar, though immediately felt guilty because it was such luxe cashmere. “Sorry, I think the only solution is you’ll have to take off your sweater.”

“I worried that might be true,” she said in a serious tone, before laughing as she tugged the sweater off over her head. It happened so quickly that I wasn’t prepared, not for the minimal black bra, barely anything more than two black silk triangles, and what felt like a mile of creamy skin. Back at Applewoods, Rebecca Frisch had not worn sexy underwear, not that I hadn’t found her sensible cotton items mind-blowingly hot nonetheless. I pulled one thin strap aside, kissed her shoulder, licked the hollow below, sucked hard until she let out a tiny whine.

“Come back up here.” This time it was her tongue pressing into me, though I pressed back, made it a rougher push-and-pull between us. I couldn’t believe this was happening, like I’d willed it into existence.

Rebecca grabbed my shoulders and shoved me back as she climbed onto my lap, her thighs snug around my hips. I arched my back so we fit together more tightly, and our hips sought out each other’s as we kissed, working out a sloppy, needy rhythm. I undid Rebecca’s bra and cupped her breasts in my hands, her nipples as hard as mine were, tight under my T-shirt and bra still.

There was a fever dream quality to it, I knew, because it had been so long but also it had been like this so many times. We knew exactly how to do this together.

Rebecca slipped off my T-shirt and unfastened my bra with one hand before leaning back in to kiss me. A moan pulled from the back of my throat at the sensation of her breasts brushing against mine, and I grabbed at her ass to pull her closer still. My whole body throbbed for her. We were both still in jeans but I couldn’t count the number of times we’d gotten off together exactly like this, denim and friction and a singular focus of pleasure. There was no way to track where I ended and she began; we were one pulsing rhythm desperately seeking out the more of release.

Rosie darted into the room, toenails clicking on the hardwood floor, goblin sounds in full effect, barking as if one of us was about to be murdered.

“Sorry,” I said, slipping out from under Rebecca and pulling on my T-shirt. “Let me make sure everything’s OK and then I can get her settled in another room.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Rebecca pulled on her bra and tugged on her sweater, all-business. “I should probably go.”

“No, stay, everything’s fine, she’s just not used to—”

“I think it’s a good idea if I head out before either of us do something we regret.” She slid on her glasses and headed toward the door. “Can I let myself outside the same way I came in?”

I stared at her, wondering if she was right. I hadn’t spent over a decade ignoring who I was to undo the whole thing in a sloppy hookup on my sofa. But also Rebecca was no sloppy hookup and it felt like she’d wanted it as much as I had. What was I doing? What was she doing?

Rebecca was still walking toward the door, so I still had time. I could figure out what was happening between us. I could keep her here. I could fix this. There were probably a million things I could say but I couldn’t figure out how to put any of what I was feeling into words. What even was I feeling? Besides Don’t leave, Rebecca.

“Don’t you want any butterscotch pudding?” I asked.

Rebecca held up her hand in a wave before walking out the door. Which meant that unfortunately even after I took Rosie into the backyard and cleaned up the kitchen and took out my contacts and got into bed that the last thing rattling around in my head was still Don’t you want any butterscotch pudding?




Chapter 17

Humiliating Displays

I couldn’t believe I had to go to rehearsal the next morning. I knew this was exactly why you weren’t supposed to have sexual encounters with people you worked with, but at least if it had been a full-on sexual encounter I still might have been humiliated over how the evening ended, but I would have at least gotten an orgasm out of it. As things stood, I was embarrassed and frustrated and confused and definitely still not off-book.

Rebecca, I assumed, might feel similarly, but she ran rehearsal exactly as she always did. Sometimes while she sat at her usual station, I stared at her right shoulder, wondered if the soft skin below was marked by my teeth, my lips. Had anything made a mark on her? When I accidentally made eye contact with her, she looked back in her open Rebecca way.

The cast, including me, went to Far Bar after rehearsal. I had to agree with Michael that the patio was lovely, hidden down a narrow brick alleyway in the heart of Little Tokyo. Henry and Michael took an exhaustively long time discussing our sake order, which was fine with me because mainly I was relieved to be out of rehearsal for the day and also out of my home, the place I’d been rejected and also asked the ridiculous pudding question. Rosie was at daycare overnight, where I hoped she’d forget all about the humiliating display she’d witnessed.

“Everything OK, darlin’?” Kathleen asked me. “Hope you don’t need a drink, because those two are still trying to outsmart each other in the saddest display I’ve seen in some time.”

“I’m good with water,” I said, and Ashlee and Kathleen exchanged a look.

“Your something go OK?” Ashlee asked, with sad eyes like she already knew the answer.

“My something did not, no,” I said, and felt my heart speed up. What was I doing? I couldn’t add any details. I couldn’t let anyone know about my love life or whatever one called the situation involving pudding and its sexually related disasters. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I’d never make you,” Ashlee said, though Kathleen laughed.

“Well, I kind of want to. It’s fun living vicariously through you two. But I care about your feelings more than my own entertainment, so I’ll let it go.”

“—not saying I’m an expert, but I am familiar with the five main types of sake—”

The three of us burst into laughter, and Kathleen flagged a server down.

“Can we get whatever bottle of sake you recommend?” she asked, as Michael droned Junmai-shu, Ginjo-shu, Daiginjo-shu, Honjozo-shu, Namazake, and quizzed Henry about their qualities. We were still laughing after the server left, though Ashlee shot me a sympathetic look.

“If it makes you feel better, I didn’t hear from the indie film boy last night,” she said. “It can be so hard dealing with men.”

“It can be hard dealing with people,” I said, like a correction, like I hadn’t been buttoned-up about this topic for over a decade now. What was wrong with me?

Ashlee and Kathleen didn’t seem to react to that, though, so I did my best to act as if I hadn’t just nearly outed myself. My phone buzzed conveniently with a message, and I was thrilled to have a reason to look down for a moment.

I’m so truly sorry about last night. It’s the most unprofessional thing I’ve ever done.

It was hardly what I’d expected, neither the messenger nor the message. I glanced around, made sure everyone else was occupied enough before responding. I don’t know why you’re apologizing. It was all me.

The three dots appeared immediately, and I watched them as if I could speed up her response if I stared hard enough.

Felt pretty mutual to me, Gardner.

A tension within me eased. Rebecca was of course good at her job but that didn’t mean I’d left her unmarked.

What are you talking about? I responded, though, because the evening’s events were still running on a mortifying loop in my head, a film festival of sexual humiliations. I’m the one who kissed you and tried to seduce you with pudding.

Fair point. That mussels and pudding combo was the most sapphic meal anyone’s ever made me. I stood no chance.

Oh my god, had I somehow subconsciously planned the whole evening just so I could seduce Rebecca with pudding?

“What’s up?” Ashlee asked me, and I looked up with a start to see everyone watching me. “Something going better?”

“Definitely not.” I shoved my phone into my pocket and tried not to smile. It would have been different if I didn’t keep thinking mussels and pudding. It would have been easier if I didn’t feel it, how somehow behind my own back I’d plotted this seduction attempt. Despite how things had gone, I was proud of the seductress and her sexually charged dessert. “Can we go back to making fun of Michael and Henry?”

“Wait, what did I do?” Henry asked in a panicked tone, and conversation moved away from me and whatever face I’d been making while texting Rebecca. My phone buzzed faintly in my pocket but I kept it there, kept her as pushed down in my thoughts as a person could reasonably be expected to.

We ended up ordering food as well, and by the time I sat down in my car it was later than I’d realized. My phone showed new messages from Aisha and Rebecca, and I tapped through quickly to Rebecca’s latest. Maybe we should talk in person instead of attempting to do this via text.

I tried to type without thinking. What had thinking gotten me? Now? I’m nearby. Is it too late to meet somewhere?

I’m in my pajamas so I’m going to say it’s too late. But if we’re quiet you can stop by and we can talk here.

She texted the address, though I still had it from driving her the other week, and even though I realized I was going to have to walk into Rebecca’s ex-wife’s home to hear the list of reasons Rebecca didn’t want to have sex with me ever again, I floored it. The list was probably accurate, was the thing. Why was I pressing up against this? I knew what my life could and couldn’t hold, so why hadn’t I accepted Rebecca’s apology and then driven home after the night had concluded?

Rebecca opened the door to the building as I walked up, and led me to the back of the building and into one of the units. She was in navy-blue pajamas, white piping at the edges, and her feet were bare. The loft was dark inside, the silence heavy with the feeling of someone sleeping a room away.

“Down the hall,” Rebecca whispered, guiding me without actually touching me for once. I followed her into a small room, and once the door was closed she flipped on a light. Half the room was set up like a home office, desk and computer and filing cabinet, and the other half held a futon and what looked like an explosion of clothes. A warmth flooded over me at the sight of it.

“Don’t judge me,” Rebecca said. “I can only keep so many parts of my life organized.”

I couldn’t think of a non-patronizing way to say how lovely I found the reality of her. “I would never.”

Rebecca sat down at the edge of the futon, so I sat down next to her. Then I rethought it and moved over a couple of feet.

“What’s Carmen like?” I asked, not only because we were in her home and I wanted to know but also it might delay the inevitable, when Rebecca laid out why this couldn’t happen.

“Very chill,” Rebecca said. “She’s a graphic designer with this corporate job and she feels absolutely no angst about it, the soulless office gig we’re all supposed to fear as artists. My parents’ dream, health insurance and a 401(k). We met about ten years ago and she was so steady and calm and made me feel like it would all be OK. I’d had this nonstop string of girlfriends, trying to—”

She cut herself off but not before I found time to get jealous of Carmen, of the string of girlfriends.

“Gardner, it doesn’t escape my notice that Geoffrey Gordan’s currently not working on the show for exactly the same thing I did to you last night,” Rebecca said instead of finishing her thought.

“What? No.” I stared at her. “It’s nothing like that. You’re nothing like that.”

Rebecca sighed loudly. “I’m the director and you’re my lead and—”

“And this isn’t transactional,” I said. “It couldn’t be more different.”

She shrugged. “There’s always a power dynamic at play. Isn’t there?”

“Sometimes,” I said. “But not between us, right?”

She raised an eyebrow. “When I found out you were in the cast, I was determined to roll into town at my most bulletproof. I didn’t want you anywhere near the real me. I was going to keep you—I don’t know. In my head you’d be different.”

“Professional Actress Tess Gardner?” I asked, and she smiled faintly.

“Something like that, yeah. I wanted a power play. That’s what I’m saying.”

I nodded. “Right. And by the way—you got it. It worked. There was nothing worse I could imagine than being nothing to you in retrospect.”

Rebecca’s face fell. “Gardner. That nonstop string of girlfriends. That marriage I was in no way ready for. That whole time I was trying to find what I’d lost, this person who felt magical to me and then just disappeared.”

I stared at her, no idea how to even put words to the things I felt. Sorry and grateful and magical.

“I’m so sorry I lied,” she continued. “I’m sorry I thought you’d be someone new. There was so much at stake coming into this job that I—”

“No, of course,” I said. “You were taking care of yourself. Which isn’t—there’s no taking advantage between us now.”

Rebecca leaned back on the futon, resting on her elbows. Her pajama top shifted with the movement, revealing a stretch of skin I did my best not to not gaze at. “Are you negotiating?”

“No!” I laughed, almost shocked we’d arrived back on this topic. What was I doing? “Look, I’m humiliated about last night. I just want you to see that this was on me, not you. I thought it was obvious how much I wanted you.”

“You promise?” she asked, her tone far removed from the director I’d been working with for weeks now. She was soft and warm and vulnerable and I wanted very much to kiss her again.

“I promise,” I said. “Though I do need to tell you something.”

She smiled. “Yes?”

“No offense to your ex-wife, but this is a genuinely terrible futon.”

“Right?” She turned on her side to face me. “What if instead of sleeping on it tonight, I came home with you instead?”

I sat up quickly, my brain at war with the rest of my body over what it thought it had just heard. “Like … now? In your pajamas?”

“In whatever you want.” Her voice was low, smoky. “What if we made some terrible mutual decisions together, Gardner?”

I found myself nodding, found myself patiently waiting while Rebecca threw a few things into a duffel bag, found myself leading her to my car like this was a regular night and not—

I couldn’t even believe what this night might be.

We were quiet as I drove. I’d forgotten to put on music, so it was only the sound of the road. Rebecca’s posture, out of the corner of my eye, was the same as it had been. If she had misgivings, I couldn’t tell. If she wanted this, though, that I couldn’t tell either. Me, though! I focused on driving, the grip of my hands on the steering wheel, the whir of the freeway below us, the clutch of my fingers on the gearshift, so that I didn’t dwell on the flutter of my heartbeat, the buzz in my limbs, the strained pull of my breath.

At home I parked in the garage and showed Rebecca in as the garage door descended behind us.

“Will Rosie be mad?” she asked.

“She’s staying at daycare because I had plans after rehearsal,” I said, walking down the hallway. “Wait, was this whole thing a ruse to see Rosie?”

“Obviously,” Rebecca said with a grin. “Though since I’m already here, you might as well show me to your bedroom.”

“What are we doing?” I whispered, and she shook her head.

“Honestly, Gardner, I have no idea.”

In my bedroom I pulled back my comforter and sheets as Rebecca unbuttoned her pajama top and stepped out of her pants, like two calm people instead of someone internally dialed up to eleven and whatever Rebecca was. This was her idea, I reminded myself, as she casually lay back in my bed wearing only a pair of black lace underwear.

“Mmm, this is much nicer than the futon,” she said, as I climbed into bed next to her. “Though I may have played up the futon’s worst qualities to get what I wanted.”

I tried to keep up with whatever was unfolding here. “What?”

“Gardner.” She leaned even closer to me, my name soft in her mouth. “In case it’s not exceedingly obvious, I think you’re extraordinary.”

I shook my head, which made her laugh. The fevered frenzy of last night had left us for whatever this was, a slow drift in the same direction. We had time to think, and we were still moving forward.

Rebecca tugged at the hem of my T-shirt. “Why are you still dressed?”

“I’m out of practice,” I admitted, letting her pull off my top, undo my bra, unbutton my jeans. There were so many people in my career who had to touch me on a regular basis, from stylists to costume departments to the special effects teams who made molds of my entire body. None of that felt anything like Rebecca Frisch undressing me now.

“This is what you want?” she asked again, once I was naked except for my sensible black underwear and she was on top of me looking down as if I was the only thing left in the world.

“I’ve wanted this for weeks.” I shivered as her lips closed around one of my nipples. “I thought I was being embarrassingly obvious, honestly.”

“Only a little, and I found it very cute.” She kissed the space between my breasts. “God, you’re beautiful. I feel like I’m in the middle of a dream I’m about to wake up from.”

“Me too,” I admitted, gasping as her lips found me again, her fingertips insistent at my other breast. A slow ache pulsed between my legs, and just the thought of Rebecca satiating it had me biting back a soft moan.

“Do you still like it like you used to?” she asked, slipping her fingers through the sides of my underwear. I nodded and lifted my hips so she could tug them off, let her roll under me, like muscle memory, like over a decade hadn’t passed since she’d slid her thigh between my legs so I could grind into her in a dizzyingly white hot fever.

It had been so long since anyone else had gotten me off though that I found myself at a precipice, right at the edge but with almost no memory of how to jump down while someone else watched. I couldn’t believe we used to do this every night, that I’d let myself go without worrying about how wet I was, how long Rebecca had stuck it out in this position, how I’d look when I came—and, now, if my years alone had made it more unhinged than back when it was all new.

“Everything OK?” Rebecca asked, her face flushed, her breath coming fast, and I had to admit she didn’t seem like someone who’d grown weary of our activities.

“Sorry,” I said, sitting back from her. “This sounds so stupid but it’s like I can’t get there.”

“It doesn’t sound stupid. Do you want to take a break?” She pulled me closer for a kiss. “Or we could try something else.”

“I want to watch you come,” I said, my words surprising me as they left my lips.

Rebecca grinned. “Then you’d better get to work, Gardner.”

I slipped my hand into her black lace underwear, nearly cried aloud when I felt how wet she already was. It was muscle memory again, how quickly I was on top of her, her knees over my shoulders, my fingertips stroking her until she murmured please and I pushed into her damp velvet heat. I remembered how long I could make this part go on, make her whimper while I was deep inside her, holding off on pushing her over the edge even after she’d begged for it. Tonight, though, I couldn’t wait. Tonight I thrust hard, once, twice, three times, and on the fourth she gasped, tightening around me, arching into me, crying out my name.

“Don’t stop,” she said, which was all I needed to hear, picking back up until she exploded again, a guttural sound that I felt all the way down to my core.

“What do you say?” she asked, once we’d both caught our breaths enough to speak again. “I’d love to return the favor, but no pressure.”

I watched her for a moment, her face sweaty and red, her breath still ragged. She’d come apart twice and there’d been nothing about it that hadn’t been beautiful. “We can give it another go, if you don’t mind.”

“Mind?” Rebecca leaned over to kiss my knee, the curved slope above it, parted my legs to kiss the inside of each thigh. “Gardner, I don’t understand how you’re even here for me.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Look at you,” she said in a reverent tone, her gaze drinking me in like a glass of dripping water in the desert. “You should be worshipped. And I don’t mean as the people’s choice.”

She kissed my stomach, kissed my breasts, covered my shoulders and my neck with kisses. All the people who’d touched my body, all the people who’d issued professional directives about my body, all the people who’d opined publicly about my body, none of them had anything to do with Rebecca’s mouth and Rebecca’s eyes on me in this moment.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” she said, her hands skimming over me as if every inch of me was worth exploring. “Someone should already be making you come every single night. Someone should have already built a shrine to you.”

“No,” I said, embarrassed. “Never mind, what am I saying? Build me a shrine, Rebecca.”

She grabbed my hips, clutched me hard before burying her face between my legs. At first it was all her, her tongue and her lips and their slow steady rhythm, but something unwound within me and my hips rose up to meet her, desperately seeking out her mouth. This time I felt it build, and I let it rise as Rebecca’s mouth and tongue coaxed me further and further down the path. I chased it to the edge of the cliff and jumped. Rebecca’s gaze flickered up to me and she murmured something like Come for me, Gardner before her mouth found me again, and the edges of the world blurred and then blew into gold glittery bits.

“Oh my god.” A heat flooded throughout my body that felt different, felt dangerous, felt powerful. It wasn’t just like before; it was brand-new. “That was—”

“Better than a shrine?” she asked with a grin, sitting up next to me. “I did what I could.”

“I was going to say it was worth the wait.” I didn’t know if I meant the time it took tonight or the dozen years since before because I felt too changed, too shimmering with newness, to make sense of much. I got out of bed and leaned into my bathroom for my robe, wrapping it tight around me. In the mirror my hair was wild, my green eyes flashed with an energy I wasn’t used to, and my lips throbbed red, swollen, a clear look of satiation.

“Come back to bed,” Rebecca said when I stepped back into the room, but I shook my head and headed to the door.

“Trust me?” I asked, and she nodded, so I walked down the hall to the kitchen.

By the time I got back, Rebecca had pulled on my shirt, and I felt a little weak seeing her in it. Her eyes lit up when she realized I was carrying two dishes of butterscotch pudding. “Oh my god, Gardner.”

“I remember it hitting the spot,” I said, sitting down next to her, and we were quiet for a while besides the sound of our spoons scraping the edges of the glass bowls.

“This is better than I remember it,” Rebecca said.

“No offense to Nancy,” I said, “but I didn’t use a mix.”

She grinned at me, started to say something, and stopped.

“Sorry if earlier was—” This time it was me stopping myself. “It was so much more awkward than before.”

Rebecca raised her eyebrow. “Hang on, don’t judge me.” She held up her dish and licked a streak straight down the middle of it. “Damn. Did you really think tonight was more awkward than having sex in a twin bed that creaked, a room over from—what were their names? Kiki and the other one? Margo?”

“No one was named Kiki,” I said with a laugh. “You’re nice, you know.”

Rebecca smiled. “You’re nice, too. I never would have—sleeping with a cast member is something I would never do normally. Nothing about you is normally, though.”

I got up to carry our dishes to the dishwasher instead of reacting to that, blurting something out that was bigger than I wanted to say to her. And anyway, what was I doing? Another limited run of Rebecca, another affair that was bound to mess us both up and leave us heartbroken later?

“You look serious,” she said when I returned to the room. “Everything OK?”

I nodded because the problem was that it was hard to look at her and not feel that it was.

“Come here,” she said, as I turned out the light and dropped my robe on the floor before getting into bed next to her. Rebecca wrapped her arms around me from behind. “Let’s get some sleep. Is this all right or do you still have to be the big spoon?”

“No, this feels great,” I said, leaning back into her. “I can’t believe how sweet you are to me.”

She brushed my hair aside and kissed the nape of my neck, her lips soft on my skin. “I don’t think you understand how easy you make it, Gardner.”

If you were deeply closeted and tried to pretend for years that maybe you weren’t and you’d get past it someday but eventually you gave in and finally had gay sex again, the worst possible way to wake up the morning after was to a literal alarm.

I jolted up with a panic in an empty bed, and if I weren’t still naked I might worry I’d dreamt the whole thing.

“I’m so sorry.” Rebecca, dressed in a blazer, striped tee, jeans, and loafers, stepped into my doorway. “I thought I could let myself out and—please tell me I didn’t somehow summon the police.”

I leaned over to pull my robe off the floor and wound it around myself as I rushed down to the alarm display in the hallway. The flashing lights and blaring alarm stopped the moment I punched in the code, and Rebecca exhaled loudly behind me.

“You’re good to go,” I said, knowing how I deserved this and hating it anyway.

“This looks bad,” she said. “But we obviously can’t arrive to rehearsal together. And I need to grab some things from the loft and—”

“It’s fine,” I said, breathing through it to hide the emotion threatening to break through my tone. Acting school came in handy all of the time. “Last night we agreed we were making a terrible decision. I shouldn’t be surprised that you—”

“I didn’t want to wake you,” she said, stepping closer to me, resting her hand at my waist. “You looked so peaceful. I was going to text you from the Lyft, thank you for dessert. Find out when I could make some more bad choices with you.”

“You promise?” I asked, and held my hands out. “Sorry, promise is intense.”

“No, I do promise,” she said, her tone gentle, leaning over to kiss me. “I’m sorry about the alarm.”

“The code’s 1023,” I said, returning the kiss. “For next time.”

She slipped her hand into my robe and squeezed my breast, and I gasped and then laughed at my reaction.

“Sorry, you’re very distracting in that,” she said. “Got it, 1023. Is that your birthday? Is it strange I don’t know when your birthday is?”

“It’s Rosie’s,” I said. “Or the rescue group’s best estimate at least. Now you know my dog’s birthday and not mine.”

“I’ll check IMDb later,” she said.

“You may notice some years shaved off,” I said with a shrug, and she laughed. “Not my idea. The day is real, though.”

“OK,” she said, leaning in to kiss me again. “Can you believe this is not the most awkward way I’ve left a woman’s house the morning after we slept together? Please don’t wear this robe to rehearsal today, by the way, I won’t make it.”

I walked her to the side door. “All right, but I’m going to feel awkward nude.”

She leaned in again, kissed me sweetly, kissed me like I’d never broken her heart. I watched her walk past the gate and to the curb where her Lyft was waiting. For a second I pretended this was a regular day for us, that she’d be home later and we’d talk about our days while I made dinner and she played with Rosie, and we’d fall asleep together the exact same way, her arm slung around my waist like nothing could harm me as long as she was there.




Chapter 18

Too Gay to Be Ignored

It felt like a bad joke about an uptight person who’d finally gotten laid, but the day after Rebecca and I slept together, I went off-book and didn’t need Kevin to feed me a single line. I was relieved that no one could have known, until it hit me that obviously Rebecca would know. She’d been there.

Also from the looks Kathleen and Ashlee shot each other during lunch, maybe they suspected something, too. Not that they suspected Rebecca, of that much I was certain. Here I was, feeling like something brand-new, while Rebecca was the same, calmly encouraging us, leading us, steering the whole ship. I wished I could pause time and pull her aside, ask her if she’d meant everything she’d said that morning, but what did it matter? Preview performances started in a couple weeks with opening night one week later, and then she’d be gone, and once the show closed I’d be getting ready to head off to New Mexico with only Rosie and my trainer and a big stack of books to keep me company.

I invited Andy and Aisha over because I couldn’t obsess over Rebecca if I couldn’t see her. If I kept busy, I wouldn’t be tempted to text her. There was an old Hollywood adage that celebrities were emotionally stunted at the age they became famous, but I’d started to worry that for me it was actually earlier. I felt like a teenager in a reckless, panicked, obsessed way, a way I’d never been when I was actually a teenager.

Andy had arrived before me, and was already in the backyard doing his combination inspecting-the-grounds-slash-throwing-a-tennis-ball-for-Rosie. “Hey.”

“Hi, baby girl,” I said, leaning over as Rosie raced toward me. “Thanks for picking her up. How’s everything?”

He shrugged. “The usual, why?”

“You had plans the other night,” I pointed out. “Was it a date?”

“No,” he said. “Why are you asking?”

“Can’t I want you to be happy?” I asked.

“I dropped off some extras from work at Silverlochen,” he said with a shrug. “No offense to Aisha, but I thought the entrance could look a little nicer.”

The entrance to the arts camp had always looked good to me, but I loved how important that kind of thing was to my brother. “That was sweet of you.”

“They were extras,” he said quickly. “And you had plans too. Was that a date?”

“No,” I said, but even though I was confidant in my acting abilities, I could never lie to Andy. So I raced away, calling out that I needed to let Aisha in. Another lie!

I pulled ingredients out of the refrigerator and pantry, like a calm person absolutely not going through—well, whatever this was. My own situationship. Why had I thought I could do this? There was a reason I’d set up my life the way I had, and it was hardly because I was good at hiding things. Or was I? If Rebecca hadn’t shown up—

The doorbell rang, and I set down my paring knife and ran over to let in Aisha, who was carrying a bouquet in shades of soft pinks, corals, creams.

“Ooh, thank you.” I gave her a hug, careful of the flowers between us, grateful that maybe she wanted to make sure I felt better about every single recent awkward thing between us. “This is so sweet of you.”

“I can’t take credit,” she said with a laugh. “I ran into the delivery guy, so I checked the card to make sure they weren’t from a stalker. Best friend duty and all.”

“You’re wonderful,” I said, trying to ignore a pang of disappointment. Aisha was wonderful, flowers or not! “So you’re saying not from a stalker.”

Aisha laughed as she set the arrangement on the counter. “They’re from Yelp. Did you do a sponcon deal with them?”

I grabbed the card from the flowers. Ms. Gardner, We appreciate how often you’ve been recommending us lately. xoxo Yelp

“Wait,” Aisha said, looking over my shoulder. “Now that I think about it, maybe these are from a stalker. Why would a company sign ‘xoxo’? Are they Gossip Girl or something?”

“It was part of the campaign,” I said, laughing. “Don’t worry about it.”

“To your home, though,” she said, and I was still laughing. “Am I missing something?”

“Not at all,” I said, exactly like someone without any secrets, or at least I hoped. I could do this! “Sit down. I’m making your favorite.”

“Ooh, but, no, let me help,” she said, while Andy walked in from the backyard making a face.

“It’s just as good as regular lasagna,” I told him. “It’s basically Mom’s recipe.”

“Yeah, Mom’s recipe had actual pasta instead of zucchini,” he said. “And actual meat sauce.”

“Turkey is actual meat!” I yelled in absolutely too intense of a voice, but then Aisha turned to look at Andy with the exact same level of intensity.

“Also I love zucchini,” she said.

“Sure,” he said quickly. “Zucchini’s great.”

Once the sauce was thawed—I never made less than a giant batch so I’d be set for months—and the lasagna was assembled and in the oven, I snuck away down the hallway to take out my phone. Please send my thanks to Yelp! I waited a few moments for the dots to appear, but since they didn’t, I shoved my phone into my pocket and headed back into the kitchen, where Aisha and Andy were speaking in low voices.

“Everything OK?” I asked, grabbing a towel to clean up the counter while we waited.

“Yeah, everything OK with you?” Andy asked.

This—the lying, the hiding, the secrets—was all new for me. It was everything I thought I’d rejected when I’d gotten famous. This—Rebecca—hadn’t been my only chance. A few movies in, a girl I liked hanging out with who made me laugh on set and sometimes looked at me for just a moment more than felt neutral. The writer who’d taken great pains to get my thoughts on a script, whose sleeve always brushed my arm, whose gaze lingered sometimes on my jawline—yes, the very jawline Autostraddle once pronounced frankly too gay to be ignored. The other year an actress in a supporting role in The Only One spoke frequently to me on set, during press junkets, during FYC screenings in which we all but begged voters to nominate us and our film, made me feel like I was the center of her world. The setup seemed as if it was there, like all I needed to do was say the word, ask her out, pull her into my hair and makeup room and kiss her. And I’d wanted to.

But what if I’d read her attention the wrong way? What if the writer had been concerned about her script and not my jawline? What if that girl a million years ago was simply … looking at me? If taking Rosie to the wrong dinner party had landed me on Deuxmoi, where could asking out a straight woman land me?

Some people were good at building public lives on lies. Ultimately knowing how bad I would have been at it had made my choices easy. And now that I was—whatever I was doing, I felt just how poorly I was managing my façade. Sometimes I felt exactly like Rosie, a goblin in a beautiful setting, and it seemed like no matter how hard you pushed, the goblin inside couldn’t be held back.

I flashed a smile at the two people I loved most. “Everything with me is fine.”

Rebecca didn’t text back until Andy and Aisha were gone. Her timing was absolutely for the best, but I couldn’t help but wonder about her and what she was doing when we weren’t in communication. She was, after all, smoke and mirrors. I was aware that in so many ways I didn’t know Rebecca Frisch at all.

You’re very welcome on behalf of Yelp.

And then: I don’t want to monopolize you but when can I see you again?

I smiled and texted back. Is “tomorrow” a pathetic answer?

No, or at least it’s mutually pathetic. I have a request, though I’m not sure that it’s doable? No pressure.

Go for it. No pressure felt.

I hear LA has all these great sapphic bars. Meanwhile I’ve been working so much I’ve barely gone out. Typing this, though, I feel like an asshole. Considering that you aren’t out, it’s probably not in the same category of restaurants being chill enough you can drop in for a meal, no?

I thought about the stories Rebecca had told me, the nights we were going to drink and dance until dawn, the life I could have had. Would we still be together now? Would those be the stories we told, now that we were in our thirties and rarely stayed out late? I rarely stayed out late, at least. Who knew what Rebecca did.

I wish I could, I texted her, though something dinged in my memory. Actually, I texted as fast as I could, as if it could erase not only the I wish I could but all those nights we weren’t together, my manager’s girlfriend owns one of the bars. I can find out if there’s a chill option.

Gardner, you’ve been holding out on me. Also, what did you do, walk into CAA and say, ‘give me the gayest manager you’ve got’?

I laughed and scrolled to my last exchange with Max. This is our unprofessional non-work chat, yes?

Max responded almost immediately. Yes! What’s up?

I looked to Rosie. “Do you have a good idea how I can explain this?”

Rosie’s blinky little frog eyes seemed to be suggesting I tell the truth, because while Rosie had seven figures of Instagram followers and several big influencer deals including one with Chewy dot com that required me to legally refer to her success as her pup-ularity, she didn’t fully understand the business. Also, the goblin within.

My director—

I backspaced. The director of Hometown wants to hit up a sapphic bar while she’s in town. I told her about your girlfriend’s place, and I’d like to be polite and take her myself, treat her to drinks and all, but—is that a terrible idea? How chill is it?

Rosie barked at me while I watched the three dots blink from Max’s end. “Hush. None of that is technically a lie.”

Come on a weeknight before 9 or 10 and it’s super chill. I can let you in the back entrance, and there’s a weird booth with terrible sightlines and even worse lighting. I always save it for Ari if I know she’s coming. Do you know Ari Fox?

I wondered if she meant it literally, was I acquainted with the lesbian indie film darling, or if it was a modern euphemism, like being a Friend of Dorothy once upon a time over the rainbow.

Not personally. I’d kill for her career. Or at least her Oscar!

Just tell me when you want to bring the director (since this is an unprofessional chat can I just say Rebecca Frisch??? dying tbh) and I’ll hold the booth and let you in through the back. Also it’s NOT the kind of bar where people are trying to sneak phone videos of anyone. My partner would never let it happen, it’s just not that vibe.

I didn’t even bother to deliberate whether or not it was a good idea. It wasn’t! There was so much I could never make up for, though. I could at least give Rebecca one thing.




Chapter 19

The Fate of Chrissy Jenkins

Rebecca took a car to my place the next night. In a perfect world I could have hung out in the Jaffe’s lobby until she’d finished with her team, bought her an espresso she’d deem mediocre from the stand in the courtyard, and brought her home so we could get ready together. I reminded myself that even in the perfect world where I could date openly, I wouldn’t be openly going out with my director while we were in rehearsals. No shade intended to Ashlee and her indie film boy, but Rebecca and I had truly found ourselves the worst situationship possible.

Though when I opened the side door as Rebecca let herself through the gate it was difficult to use the word worst about anything. She was in a sheer black top, buttoned all the way up with nothing underneath but a black bra, over jeans and Nikes that I was certain cost more than the rest of the look combined.

“Wow,” I said, and laughed at myself. “Sorry. Sometimes I feel like you’re just messing with me.”

“How so?” she asked, reaching me and pulling me into her arms to kiss me. “Are you ready to go?”

“Well, I was,” I said, taking a step back from her and glancing down at my standard don’t-look-at-me outfit. “I need to switch out my contacts for my glasses but otherwise … your tone says you didn’t think I was actually ready to go.”

Rebecca’s eyes surveyed me in her calm, neutral, trust-her-she’s-the-director manner. “Could I see your closet?”

I agreed, even though I wished I was like Rebecca, wished I could knock her off of her feet. I wanted to show up looking like her exact fantasies.

“Oh my god,” Rebecca called, from deep within my walk-in closet. “This is my dream.”

“Which part?” I asked. “Going back in the closet?”

She laughed. “For this storage space, maybe. You have so much! And it’s so organized.”

“It’s all boring, too,” I admitted, though I tried to remember if I cared about that before Rebecca rolled into town. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“What are you talking about? This is a dream,” she said in a revering tone. “OK, take those off.”

“Take what off?” I asked, as Rosie dashed through the room and barked into the closet.

Rebecca emerged with a pile of clothes and shifted them onto one arm so she could pet Rosie with her other. “All of it. Strip, Gardner.”

I stepped out of my jeans, pulled the lightweight sweater off over my head. “You know I dress to blend in.”

“Trust me?” she asked, and I found myself nodding and letting her hand off items to me. A different pair of jeans, a sleeveless top cropped right at my waist—“Aren’t I too old to wear this?”—a slouchy leather jacket, and a pair of shiny gold loafers I’d been gifted and worried were too ridiculous for real life.

“You aren’t too old,” Rebecca said, sitting on the floor with Rosie to watch me dress. “On IMDb or in real life.”

I glanced in the mirror, ready to see someone who could never fade into a crowded bar, but the truth was that I looked the same level of nothing-to-see-here-move-along and yet … better. More myself. Even with a narrow strip of my midriff showing, even with the loafers.

“Hang on.” Rebecca stood up and pulled a thin gold chain from under her shirt. She unclasped it and leaned in to fasten it around my neck. “Perfect.”

“Was this your grandmother’s?” I asked, pressing my fingertips against the metal, still warm from Rebecca’s body.

“No, that one I gifted myself,” she said. “It was in a vintage shop and I’d just gotten the Tony nom, and I thought, yeah, Frisch, it’s yours. Ready to go?”

“Now that you approve of me, sure.”

“Oh my god,” she said with a laugh. “I always approve of you, Gardner. This is just how I have fun, and you’re very sweet to indulge me.”

She kissed me while Rosie barked, and we broke apart laughing and said goodbye to her before I led Rebecca to the garage. Since Max had saved a parking spot for us behind the bar, I took the Audi instead of the Porsche, even though Rebecca had looked longingly in its direction as I backed out. The bar, Johnny’s, was a short drive away in Silver Lake’s Sunset Junction district, near hipster brunch cafés and an Erewhon. While I prided myself on my parallel-parking abilities, even on Silver Lake’s twisty hills and busy boulevards, it was nice to swing into an open space tonight, just for us.

“This is such a cute neighborhood,” Rebecca said, craning her neck around as we walked to the back door and I texted Max. “Why does everyone in New York complain about LA so much? Do you think they’re just jealous?”

I laughed. “Yes.”

An industrial-style door popped open, and Max leaned out, casual in a patterned short-sleeved button-down over jeans and Dr. Martens. “You found it.”

“I’m good with directions,” I said, giving her a hug as we stepped into the back room of the bar. A mild din sounded just beyond the wall. “Why do you think I’m always having them negotiate car service out of my deals?”

She laughed, hugging me back. “Joyce definitely thinks you do that just to fuck with her, like all-green-M&M’S riders or whatever. So please never stop doing it.”

“This is Rebecca Frisch,” I said, stepping back from Max. “Rebecca, this is Max Van Doren, the very coolest member of my whole team.”

“Oh my god, no.” Max laughed as she gazed up at Rebecca, who was nearly a literal foot taller than Max. “I’m just the youngest and it confuses people. It’s great to meet you. I’m a huge fan.”

“Thank you,” Rebecca said, shaking her hand. “And thanks for setting this up for us. And for being young and cool.”

“Please, no,” Max said, blushing. “OK, you can just go through that door there, and the booth’s the first one on your left, you’ll see it. Sadie’s working and she’ll do table service for y’all.”

“Ooh,” I said, “I get to meet your girlfriend!”

“She’ll be very professional and would kill me if I told you this,” Max said, “but she’s a huge fan and super excited to meet you. Her calm will be masking a lot.”

Rebecca laughed. “The human condition, huh?”

Max looked like she might literally swoon, so I thanked her and led Rebecca through the door into the bar. It was pretty standard for an Eastside bar, dim lighting and original hardwood flooring, accent walls with bold wallpapered panels, except that I’d never been anywhere when it was immediately apparent from the clothes and the haircuts and the people holding hands with one another that no one here was straight.

“The booth’s there,” Rebecca said, steering me over because I’d been too stunned by the vibe of the room to do much but stand there and stare. “This is such a great space. No—Gardner, take the other side of the booth, facing the wall. You OK there?”

I sank into the booth and exhaled. “I didn’t know it would feel like this to be here, you know?”

She rested her hand on my leg under the table, squeezed my knee. “We can go if you want—”

I shook my head. “No, I meant in a good way. When I met you—when I found out you—”

“Hey there.” A woman I recognized from Max’s Instagram feed, shaggy brown hair that flopped into her face, a faded Dodgers T-shirt that hugged her curves, vintage jeans, stood at our booth. “Can I get you two some drinks?”

Max popped up next to her. “I just wanted to introduce you. Sadie, this is Tess, who’s my favorite client as long as you don’t tell any of my other clients. And Rebecca, who I just met but—”

“It’s so great to meet you both,” Sadie said, shaking our hands in a casual manner that felt very deliberate. “Should I give you a few minutes or—”

“We’ll have whatever you recommend,” Rebecca said in a smooth tone that said she knew how to talk to women, especially knew how to talk to women in spaces like this. She knew exactly how she looked in that sheer shirt, exactly what she did to people.

“Great, I’ll be back in a few,” she said, and glanced at me quickly before heading back behind the bar.

Rebecca nudged my knee with hers. “That was cute.”

“Oh, like Max wasn’t looking at you like she wanted to climb you,” I said, and Rebecca cracked up. “I can’t believe I’m here with you.”

“Yeah, what were you saying?” she asked gently. “Before?”

I leaned in, even though the faint buzz of the bar kept our little corner just ours as it was. “There was this moment when I felt like—you know, back then, when I found out you were—anyway. I felt like I’d only recently realized I wasn’t from this planet, and for the first time—sorry, no. This is so stupid.”

“Gardner,” she said softly. “I know I made it all seem good and easy back then, but just because I grew up in a more progressive area, have parents who vote the same way I do, it doesn’t mean I didn’t go through it too. If you think you have to explain how isolating it can feel to be the only queer person in a room …”

“I’d obviously met gay people before,” I said. “I don’t understand why it felt that way, that after I knew—do you remember that? Cory Pennington was harassing you and you were all, I’m a lesbian in the most badass way possible?”

Rebecca’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow. Barely. I doubt it was very badass.”

I shook my head, as Sadie approached us with two shimmering pink drinks in rocks glasses. “Thank you so much.”

“You’re very welcome. I’ll check in on you in a bit.”

Rebecca held up her glass, and I mirrored her. “To gay bars.”

“To Cory Pennington.”

“To you in those glasses,” she said, resting her chin on her hand and watching me.

“To you in that shirt,” I said, and grinned before taking a sip of my drink. “I really did feel like we were the only two survivors of that planet. It’s so naïve, I know. Even then it was naïve. I’d met other queer people. I’d gone to acting school in New York, for god’s sake.”

“And girls must have hit on you,” Rebecca said. “All the time.”

“No!” I said, my voice coming out in a disappointed tone, and we both laughed. “I could tell everyone thought I was straight. And—I mean, I always had boyfriends. I think I thought—like, some magical girl would fall into my path and she’d know and—god, I have no idea. I wasn’t brave like you. I didn’t know how to just—be gay.”

Rebecca grinned at me. “Gardner, you came out to me and then had me in your bed in a manner of minutes. I’d say you were actually pretty good at being gay.”

“Stop,” I said with a laugh. I’d had no idea one day I could laugh about it.

“Seriously, though,” Rebecca said, and sipped her drink. “Damn. Anyway, I also think it felt different for you because it was different. By the time that night rolled around, I was already—we’ll call it platonically—crazy about you.”

I sipped my drink silently for a few moments, my tongue prickling with tartness. If I were a different person I would have crawled across the table and kissed Rebecca deeply, sucked the smoky sharp taste from her mouth.

“What are you thinking?” Rebecca asked.

I looked away, peered through a window across the room at the outdoor patio twinkling with fairy lights. “I had this whole story about who I was, how I treated you, what that summer meant. It was the happiest I ever was, and I ran away from it. Not just you, but—”

Rebecca nodded, reached across the table for my hand. I knew the sightlines were supposed to be safe for this booth, knew that I was gazing into the eyes of a niche lesbian celebrity, knew that I was drinking in a queer bar, and still pulled my hand back like the villain I maybe still was.

“Sorry,” I murmured. “Anyway, this whole story I told myself—it feels like you showed up and rewrote it. I know how clichéd it is to say that I don’t know who I am anymore …”

“I think you know exactly who you are,” she said. “I just think you’ve done a good job at hiding it.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could get a word out, Rebecca sat up and leaned in close to me again.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean that you’re not out. I only meant that I know what it’s like to put on my armor to go out into the world. I try really hard to remember to take it off as often as I can, though.”

“Princess Platinum can’t take off her suit,” I said. “All she can do is hope no one needs her to activate her powers, so she can spend more time as Chrissy Jenkins.”

“Right,” Rebecca said. “That’s the fate of the girl you play.”

“I don’t know what we’re doing,” I admitted. “I never let myself get into these situations.”

“I’m not asking you for anything,” Rebecca said. I could tell she was trying to be kind, but like I’d once wished for a magical girl to unlock everything for me, it was hard to imagine not giving in to anything Rebecca asked of me now. Not that I exactly had the best track record there. “I’ve already made it clear—I hope?—that I’m aware that this is—well, it feels dishonest to say a terrible decision when it feels this way.”

“How does it feel?” I asked.

“I think you’re well aware how it feels, Gardner,” she said with a smirk. And we silently finished our drinks, letting the room’s noise fill in our silence. I glanced out the window again once a DJ had set up. A small dance floor had filled up quickly, and I watched a young couple move together, a dark-haired girl’s hands on a blonde girl’s hips, the blonde’s arms wrapped around the brunette’s shoulders.

“I wish I could dance with you,” I murmured.

“Yeah, I wish you could dance with me too,” Rebecca said. It nearly knocked me over thinking about the fact that, no matter how it felt, we’d never get a happy ending. We could never finish this thing we’d started. Not back then, definitely not now. It had nothing to do with me here, or me in New Mexico, or me touring the world talking about how it felt to activate Princess Platinum’s suit one more time, or even Rebecca in New York searching for her tethered wife. We had miraculously ended up in the same place at the exact same time, now twice, and we still couldn’t make this work. Not for good.

Sadie returned, though, with a couple more drinks, and I argued with her to let us pay, and when Rebecca stepped in to take my side on the matter, she sounded so smooth and competent that I laughed to cover up the rush of desire that blazed through me. I wanted to get out of there, to get Rebecca back in my bed, but I also deeply loved this little corner where I could simply exist with her in the world.

The bar filled up, though, as we sipped our second drinks, and even though I stayed as unseen as Max had promised in the corner, it was a busier space than I’d been in without security in a long time. My body prickled with an awareness of the potential crush of the crowd.

“You OK?” Rebecca asked.

I shrugged. “It just got so packed.”

“Let’s go.” She took her wallet out of her black bag and peeled off a small stack of bills. “I’ll get up first, walk you right toward the exit, OK?”

It was like having security after all.

At home I leashed up Rosie, who was bouncing up and down like a rubber ball. “I should take her out.”

“Want company?” she asked, and of course I did, so we walked the little loop together. Even at night it was a lovely view; my place was just below the hills of Griffith Park, and it felt like much of Los Angeles lay at our feet in the other direction. Rosie was so excited about Rebecca’s guest appearance that it took forever to get her to fulfill the purposes of the walk, and I worried when Rebecca’s phone was out by the time we approached my house again that her Lyft would already be awaiting her.

“Does Rosie allow you to have overnight guests?” Rebecca asked.

“Contrary to how things look, I really am in charge here,” I said.

Rebecca grinned and grabbed her bag before following me to my bedroom, where I unbuttoned every tiny button, unhooked her bra, and pushed her back on my bed so I could shove aside all that black filmy material to get my mouth on her.

“I forgot what a bossy top you are,” Rebecca said, laughing. I couldn’t respond because I was licking a half-circle under one of her breasts, then the other, and the thought of lifting my tongue from her salty dewy skin felt inconceivable. “I did bring a present for you.”

I managed to pause, though my fingertips still danced at the waist of her jeans. Of course I’d noticed that her bag was in my bedroom and that it might have meant something.

She leaned over and pulled out an object that looked vaguely familiar. “See?”

“Oh my god,” I said, as it came into full view. “Is that a vibrator that looks vaguely like a People’s Choice Award?”

“Excellent eye,” she said, leaning over again. “And I’d say more than vaguely. There’s lube in here somewhere.”

“So you’ve been walking around all day with a vibrator and lube in your bag?” I asked, feeling a jolt between my legs at the thought of it. “For me?”

“Not all day,” she said, unbuttoning and unzipping her jeans. “Just all night. I thought you might want to fuck me with it.”

I nodded frantically, helping pull off her jeans and her socks. Today her underwear was pink lace, and I couldn’t resist stroking the textured fabric between her legs. I remembered being young, feeling so in control that I’d toy with her, hold off her pleasure, make her beg for it. Maybe I was a bossy top, because I still loved it. I felt powerful as she grew wetter, as she moaned, as her hips rolled seeking out my hand.

Finally, though, I slid off her underwear and held her gaze as I slipped the tip of the vibrator into her, clicked it to its lowest setting. “More?”

“More,” she said, as I slid further into her, turned up the buzz higher. She wrapped her legs around my waist, which was when I realized we’d both been so impatient I was still somehow fully dressed. I wanted to feel the soft plush of her inner thighs against my bare hips, but the thought of pausing was impossible. I kept up my rhythm plunging into her as she clutched at me and moaned my name into my ear. It didn’t take long before her hips were more frantic, her breath came hot and fast on my neck, and her head tipped back as she cried out. I shifted so I could lean down to press my mouth to her, and within moments Rebecca came with a near-scream.

“Fuck,” she muttered, grabbing me roughly by the collar and pulling me up to kiss me. “That was incredible.”

“I can’t believe I’m still literally fully dressed,” I said, and she laughed and kissed me again, like she couldn’t stop, like she couldn’t get enough of me.

“Let’s do it now, though,” she said, pulling back the jacket, tossing it on the pile with her things, undressing me until everything I’d been wearing was on that pile except for her thin gold necklace. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so sexy, so wanted, so right just as I was.

“What about you?” Rebecca asked, kissing the base of my neck, my shoulders, the space between my breasts she always paid extra attention to. Her desire seemed so specific for me that I could hardly wrap my mind around it. “I know you weren’t … into penetration before. But you’re allowed to change, of course.”

“No, of course,” I said. “I know this is … a really cisnormative thing to say, but back then I’d never liked sex that much before you. Which I’d associated with penetration, when it was just that I didn’t want to have sex with men and hadn’t completely figured that out yet. It sounds so weird and problematic when I say it now, though—”

“Sometimes talking about sex can feel weird, I know,” Rebecca said. “It’s why we should talk, so we can figure it out. It doesn’t have to mean anything to anyone but the two of us. And also there are tons of things we could do instead.”

I shook my head. “No, let’s go. I still want to be on top.”

She laughed. “Yeah, Gardner, I figured. Come here.”

I straddled her, wrapped my arms around her shoulders and held onto her tight as she nudged, poised at my entrance. It hit me that I wouldn’t have tried this before, would have trusted Rebecca but not myself in this literal position. It was far too vulnerable.

“How’s this?” she whispered, moving slowly. “Say the word and I’ll stop.”

“Don’t stop.” I shifted my hips to take more of the length of the vibrator, breathing hard as I moved against her. “Sorry, I’m overwhelmed. It’s like you’re everywhere. I feel like I’m full of you.”

“Fuck, Gardner,” she murmured, kissing the curve between my neck and shoulder. “The things you say.”

I shifted again, and again, swiveling my hips in search of a rhythm. I worried it was awkward, but the thought couldn’t fully settle in because Rebecca matched me. We moved together, her other hand on my ass as I rode her. There was nothing about this that made me feel like I was in control, I realized; even on top of Rebecca I felt desperately tied to my sharp need for pleasure, for release. But what, I wondered, did I really need control for?

We weren’t making eye contact in this position, which had felt safer to start. But already, safety felt like someone else’s concern. What was I so afraid of? I let go of Rebecca’s shoulders, leaned back and clutched the comforter with both hands for support as I rolled my hips. Rebecca bit her lip, let out a moan as she watched me, and I realized I still felt powerful, a way I’d never known power could feel.

Heat flooded me from my center out, an electrical surge in a heat wave. I tightened around her and it rippled out, practically bending me in half as the orgasm rocked through me. As the rush of waves ebbed, I collapsed toward her, against her, buried myself in her arms.

“I l-like you,” I said, horrified at how close I’d come to blurting out something I wasn’t even sure that I meant.

“Yeah, I l-like you too.” Rebecca kissed my forehead, and I wondered if she was teasing me or she was stuck between those two feelings, too. “Should you check on your dog?”

Now that the buzzing in my head had quieted, I realized Rosie was barking sharply at the door.

“I worry she thinks I murdered you,” Rebecca said with a grin.

“What a way to go,” I said, burying my face against her neck. I loved how she smelled after sex, the perfume I imagined she sprayed on each morning combined with sweat and musk. “I wish I could comfort her without getting up. I’m so cozy.”

“I’ll be here when you get back,” she said, so I extricated myself from her arms and pulled on my robe before opening the door and sitting down next to Rosie on the floor.

“Hi, my little monster,” I said, scratching under her ears. “See, I’m fine. Definitely not murdered.”

She leapt into my lap and gave me a look.

“I know,” I said, because sometimes I really did feel like Rosie and I could directly communicate with each other. “Hang on.”

I leaned into the bedroom, where Rebecca was scrolling her phone. I hoped she wasn’t getting a Lyft. Would I always be worried about Rebecca getting a Lyft? “Hey, if this is weird, you can just say it’s weird, but Rosie’s used to sleeping in the bed, and I thought maybe if we tidied up and put away the People’s Choice Award that she—”

“Of course!” Rebecca hopped up. “Can I borrow something to sleep in?”

“Check the third drawer down,” I said, trying to hide how happy I was that she’d be sleeping next to me again as I pulled the comforter off the bed. “I realized we also forgot to unmake this at all.”

“I’m sure your dry cleaner can get lube out of chenille.” Rebecca slipped on a nightshirt of mine that was distractingly shorter on her. “Do you have a backup?”

“It’s in the linen closet down the hallway,” I said, and she practically groaned. “Yes? Are you OK?”

“The thought of multiple closets,” she said. “A closet down the hallway! You’re living my dream.”

It didn’t take us long to clean up the bedroom and climb back into bed, this time under the covers. Rosie stood, staring at us, and I laughed and rubbed her little face.

“She normally sleeps behind me,” I said. “I don’t think she knows what to do with you in her spot.”

“Sleep behind me instead, Rosie,” Rebecca said, leaning over to pet her. I knew that dogs didn’t know English—and if one was intelligent enough to gain the power of language, my money was not on Rosie—but she did dutifully scamper over and curl up behind Rebecca.

I tried not to say I loved her yet again, even though I’d had no idea what it would feel like to watch someone be so sweet to Rosie, or to see Rosie curled up with someone in my bed. If things continued like this, it was going to be very hard to keep holding it back.




Chapter 20

Six People

It was our last week in the rehearsal space before we moved into the theatre, so the set designer and his team brought us down to get an early look. I walked beside Ashlee as we marched into the theatre so we could see the stage as the audience would.

“You seem happy,” she said with a laugh.

“How?” I asked. “I’m just walking.”

“No, you’re definitely chipper,” Kathleen said from behind us as we continued up the aisle.

“How’s your something?” Ashlee asked, as Rebecca and Kevin brushed by us, and I reminded myself to keep breathing.

“It looks good,” Michael said, surveying the stage and nodding, somehow simultaneously shooting us a look.

“It does,” I rushed to agree. The stage gave the appearance of being filled within almost every inch of its life with the apartment set. The crushing feeling Casey battled as her family arrived would be literal. The set was also beautiful, in a picked-lots-of-pieces-of-furniture-off-of-curbs way, but like that person knew what they were doing. Definitely not Andy and me with our terrible futons. I wondered about Rebecca’s place, too small not to put your foot in a cake, too impossible not to imagine it beautiful anyway.

The set was a masterfully designed space, though. As we walked closer, I could see how much room there actually was for movement, for us. Within weeks we’d be up here every night in front of an audience, and I genuinely still reeled at the thought of it.

The designer led us backstage and through the wings, until the company plus Rebecca and Kevin were onstage with him. The houselights were on so it didn’t feel like performing, exactly, but to stand on a theatre stage for the first time in so long, well, it didn’t feel like nothing.

When we got back to the rehearsal space, we jumped right into the top of the show. I imagined myself out on that stage, my body boxed in by that beautiful set, and I felt my words meet the air like it was the first time.

“Good,” Rebecca said, nodding. “Really good, Gardner.”

The rest of the company joined the scene, and their energy found mine. The thing about Michael Madden was that while he was one of the most irritating people I’d worked with, he was annoyingly one of the most talented. And the more comfortable I was around him, the more I looked forward to our interplay. I actually hadn’t had the kind of relationship with either of my parents where I could get into their faces, but Casey and John got into it.

“Let’s take a beat,” Rebecca said, when we reached the end of the scene.

I was literally shaking, all the way down to my feet, and I walked it off to the edge of the room and back, the way I felt like men were always given free range to roam while I stood in place unless I was explicitly told otherwise.

“How’d that feel?” she asked us, turning to make eye contact with every member of the cast. Rebecca and I held each other’s gazes so neutrally, so in line with everyone else, no one would guess we’d started the day together in my bed. “Because it looked good. I’m interested to see if we go in with this energy how the rest of the show looks. So let’s find out.”

At lunch, I did my best to nonchalantly eat my quinoa bowl, but Kathleen and Ashlee were onto me.

“How’s your thing?” I asked Ashlee, who laughed and shook her head.

“How’s yours?”

I held my hands out to my sides. I felt like the shrugging woman emoji.

“No,” Ashlee said again, laughing. “You don’t get to shrug like that after this morning. I was thinking, what’s gotten into Tess, then I thought—”

Kathleen cackled. “Yes, we can imagine exactly what’s gotten into Tess.”

I knew that they would never guess that it had been a vibrator shaped vaguely like a People’s Choice Award.

Michael and Henry walked in with sandwiches and sat down at our table, and I hoped deeply that the current course of conversation would abruptly change.

“Good day today,” Henry said, nodding as he picked out pieces of arugula from his roast beef sandwich. “Still feel like Rebecca never says anything to me, though.”

“Yeah, maybe because you’re good and she doesn’t have to,” I said, aloud instead of in my head like usual. Everyone else laughed though.

“Sometimes I feel like we’re their victims,” Henry said. “We have to go out and try all these things, no idea what they’re after, while the whole team’s just watching us. It almost embarrasses me.”

“Jesus, just ask her then,” Kathleen said. “She’s not your mom, you know. Her job’s not to make you feel comforted.”

“I hate asking questions,” Ashlee said, with a shrug. “But I know I always get better when I do. And Rebecca’s so nice about it.”

I felt like I would have said something similar if I hadn’t spent the night before—as well as the early morning—having sex with Rebecca, but the idea of it panicked me so much that I couldn’t think of anything to say. Also, despite it all, I understood Henry, even if I agreed with Kathleen and Ashlee. Being an actor was embarrassing sometimes. Maybe more than sometimes.

“You looked good in there today,” Michael said, and I realized he was talking to me. “Nice to see you actually getting to use your acting abilities here.”

I knew that I was fitting into a conversation he was clearly already in the midst of about me but not actually with me. Kathleen and Ashlee could tease me all they wanted to; despite Henry’s flailing, I was still on a bit of a high from the day’s rehearsal so far. I didn’t want to hear whatever else was lurking in Michael’s tone. “Thanks.”

“A shame you normally waste it on those comic book movies,” he continued. “When Scorsese said—”

“You know what, Michael, I don’t really care what Scorsese said.”

The entire company plus Kevin, who’d just walked into the room, stared at me.

“I’m sorry, but saying that all comic book movies are garbage is as ridiculous to me as the people who used to write off television as a storytelling medium,” I said. “Yes, obviously, I know that not all of them are good. Some of those movies are soulless. But that wasn’t my experience. Everyone involved cared, a lot. We weren’t phoning it in.”

“OK,” Michael said with a sigh.

“No, don’t OK,” I said. “It’s so dismissive. You don’t have to like them, but these movies matter to people. I know it sounds like a lot, but these movies save people’s lives. I meet or hear from girls all the time who see themselves in Princess Platinum, because girls still need to see more strength represented onscreen. So just stop.”

Oh my god, what was happening to me?

I stood up and walked out of the room, bumped right into Rebecca, of course.

“Hey,” she said, smiling like we were the only two people in the world, because we were the only two people in the corridor. “Actually—are you OK?”

I shrugged again like an emoji, which made her laugh. I realized that Ashlee had followed me out and was watching me with huge concerned eyes, and somehow I had never felt so old—really saying something for a Hollywood actress in her mid-thirties.

“Tess is a total badass,” Ashlee said, smiling. “But I still wanted to make sure she was OK.”

Rebecca nodded. “Of course.”

“I need to take a walk,” I said. “But it’s downtown LA in the middle of the day, so I can’t.”

“You could borrow my sunglasses and I can walk with you,” Ashlee offered.

“That’s a great idea,” Rebecca said. “Also, I assume my sunglasses are larger, so let me offer those instead.”

It wasn’t until I was outside in the sunshine next to Ashlee that I realized Rebecca had given me giant prescription sunglasses—and that her vision was much worse than mine. Though they did smell like her, so they were as comforting as they were horrible.

“I didn’t want to come off like a fangirl when I met you,” Ashlee said, “but I feel exactly that way about Princess Platinum. I’d never read the comic books, but I remember that I was in high school when I saw the first Vindicators trailer, and when you showed up all blonde and pretty—sorry, is it gross to self-identify as blonde and pretty?—and then blew the shit out of that villain’s lair, oh my god. Maybe I shouldn’t have needed a superhero movie to make me feel like I could be a badass, but I did, and—anyway. I’m glad you said it. I said it too, just now, after you left.”

I nudged her gently as we walked. “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”

“I was thinking about how all of us let men put us in our places or whatever sometimes,” she said. “Like it’s easier to just let them and complain about it later. I’m honestly still working on it, but seeing you … You still make me feel like I could be a badass, and I’m really grateful for that.”

I glanced at her, though she was a blurry wave through the glasses, and I cracked up. “Ashlee, thank you, really, so much, but I have to go inside. If I keep walking in these sunglasses I’m going to fall over and throw up.”

“Can we take you out for a drink tonight?” Ashlee asked as we headed back to the theatre. “Me and Kathleen, that is. Not the guys. You said chill places are OK?”

“Actually,” I said, thinking about my conversation with Rebecca, “do you want to come over? I have wine and leftover zucchini lasagna, if that’s appealing.”

Inside Ashlee marched me into Rebecca, who was scrolling on her phone. Sometimes I felt like Rebecca was always on her phone. “You gave her prescription sunglasses.”

“Oh,” Rebecca said in a surprised tone, before bursting into laughter. “I’m so sorry, Gardner. Ashlee, would you mind giving me a moment with her?”

“Of course,” Ashlee said. “Tess, I’ll confirm with Kathleen.”

We waited until Ashlee was out of the room. It was the first time we’d been alone at the theatre since we—well, since we started doing whatever we were doing.

“You’re OK?” she asked me.

“Just a little nauseated,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Fine otherwise. I can’t believe how blind you are, those things are a lot.”

“I didn’t mean from the sunglasses,” she said. “I don’t know what happened, but I don’t run shows where people get bullied and I let it slide. If anyone made you feel—”

“No,” I said quickly. “Sometimes people are annoying, but I’m not bullied. Can I even be bullied?”

“Yes,” Rebecca said. I couldn’t tell if she was saying it as my director or my—my something. “OK, I’ll let you get back to lunch.”

I appreciated that we could both be professional but at the moment it was tough not sitting down next to her and putting my head on her shoulder.

Back in the lounge, Ashlee waved me over. “Kathleen’s in.”

“Despite how I feel about zucchini lasagna,” she said with a raised eyebrow, which made me laugh. “You’d better at least have a pool I can put my feet in.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t have a pool. Is that a deal-breaker?”

“Jesus Christ, you’re a movie star who lives in LA and you don’t have a pool?” Kathleen laughed, and Ashlee and I joined in. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. My home was such a sacred space and so were my honest opinions, and there I was sharing all of those things freely against my better instincts. I was deeply concerned that I didn’t have better instincts, actually, just some little gay goblin inside of me doing her best to get out.

At home I rushed around making sure I had a decent selection of wines, that I actually had enough lasagna to feed three people, and that there was nothing incriminating that would lead my co-stars to guess that I was fucking the director. I had plenty of time so I dialed Joyce. The longer this afternoon’s conversation rattled in my head, the more I was certain of what I was doing next.

“This is a nice surprise,” Joyce said, which I knew was code for not following procedure and setting the call up with her assistant during standard work hours. “I hope everything’s going well with the play, and I also hope if you have any questions about your Plaid Thanksgiving contract that you’ll feel free to ask.”

“No questions,” I said. “I’m ready to sign.”

“Wonderful,” she said, only the faintest tinge of surprise in her voice. “I know the team at Pantheon will be thrilled to hear it.”

I wondered if it should have felt like a big moment in some way, but deep down I guess I’d already known I was going to say yes. It didn’t feel like a celebration, but it didn’t feel like cause for mourning either. Platinum suit activated.

The gate buzzed early—weird for Ashlee, a fellow Angeleno, but perhaps not for New Yorker Kathleen—and I pulled up the app on my phone, seeing a delivery person instead. With flowers. Oh no-slash-I was the luckiest girl in the entire world!

I asked the delivery person to leave them at the gate, but I was still in the app when I saw Ashlee and Kathleen get out of a poorly parked Prius. There was nothing I could do but buzz them in and watch as Ashlee picked up the flowers.

“I can’t believe you,” she said as I met them at the front door. “You’re letting me whine about the indie film boy when yours is sending you flowers and doing—well, whatever he’s doing.”

“These flowers could be from anyone,” I said.

“Tess, your house is beautiful,” Kathleen said, as Ashlee commanded, “Open the card.”

“Thanks, Kathleen,” I said. “I’m sorry that it doesn’t meet your pool standards. I’m just not home a lot and I worry about Rosie—”

Rosie, upon hearing her name, ran in from wherever she’d—probably—been napping. Kathleen immediately knelt down to pet her, but Ashlee was still staring at me.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That was so demanding. It’s really inappropriate for me to—”

“We’re coworkers,” I told her. “Sorry—I meant that we’re equals, not that it’s unprofessional. I hate being treated like Professional Actress Tess Gardner by people I actually know. Demand all you want.”

“Tess, I’m in love with this little beast,” Kathleen said.

“Yeah, she’s the best thing in the world.” I carried the flowers over to the kitchen counter, parked them exactly where last week’s bouquet had sat. “Do you two want a tour?”

I tore open the envelope as they agreed to it, holding my breath that Rebecca wouldn’t have suddenly become exhausted of our dumb bits and—god forbid—signed her actual name.


Ms. Gardner, Thank you for choosing us for once! xoxo The People’s Choice Committee



“Hmmm,” Ashlee said, which meant I was smiling like a fool.

“No comment. I’ll show you the backyard while it’s still light out.” I led them outside, Rosie at our heels, and bragged about Andy’s work. I asked them about their places, and found out Kathleen and her daughter lived in Astoria, while Ashlee lived with a roommate not too far from me in Koreatown. The leftover lasagna sizzled in the oven when I brought them back inside, and I let it rest on the stovetop while showing them the rest of the house. It had been so long since I’d shown anyone around, and it made me love the space more, thinking about Rebecca envying my closets the other day or Kathleen admiring the original wood flooring or Ashlee asking if she could take a picture of my rug so she could look for Ikea’s closest match later. I hadn’t bought this place to Grey Gardens it with my dog, so it felt good to see more people in it.

The lasagna had heated up perfectly, and even Kathleen—much like Andy earlier in the week—agreed it was on par with regular lasagna.

“So we’re in the privacy of your home.” Kathleen sipped her wine once our empty plates were shoved to the middle of the table. “Can we talk about how Tess Gardner got her groove back?”

I nearly choked on a sip of Sangiovese as Ashlee cracked up. “Oh, stop it. Aren’t you too young for that reference anyway?”

“I understood it by context clues,” Ashlee said, as a smile slid across her face. “Last night the indie film boy texted me at two a.m. that he was lonely so please tell me how flowers can still be possible.”

“You didn’t go over, did you?” I asked, and she grimaced. “I mean, if it makes you feel better, I would have too.”

“Well, no, not if he’s terrible,” Kathleen said with a scowl. “Ash, darlin’, if you were also walking into rehearsal like you’d recently regained the use of your hips—”

“Kathleen!” I gasped as Ashlee dissolved into giggles.

“—I’d not only condone two a.m. booty calls, but I’d recommend them. But you only seem sad.”

“She’s not wrong,” I said gently. “It’s just that you’re amazing, Ashlee. You’re so talented and probably the kindest person in the cast—”

“And hot!” Kathleen said. “Young and hot! You could do better than this idiot.”

Ashlee waved her hand dismissively. “OK, spill, Tess. My thing has gotten so dull. You can tell Kathleen’s over it.”

“Eh, the novelty’s worn off, sure,” Kathleen said with a laugh. “I’m kidding. Though I do think Tess owes us some details.”

I wondered why none of this felt like a trap, why I wanted to say more than I normally might even think. “I hope this isn’t TMI.”

They both leaned forward as if they could already assure me that it wasn’t.

“I haven’t …” I paused to think about how to say something that was more physical than it was definable. “I’d never had sex with someone where it felt so safe—like, emotionally—to do anything. And it’s not as if the anything is better—the anything is like neutral—well, you know.” I blushed and covered my face. “Better than neutral. I mean that it’s not about the specifics of what you’re doing. It’s this safety to try anything, like you’re completely in it together.”

“No,” Ashlee said glumly. “That sounds great, though.”

“Sweetie, I have so much empathy for you,” Kathleen said, turning to Ashlee as I sat there and wondered how I’d said as much as I had. About our director, at that. “When I was your age, I was struggling so much to get my shit together. It’s hard!”

I grinned and leaned back in my chair. “From your lack of comment about me, I assume by my age you already had your shit together.”

Kathleen shot me a grin. “Well, I had a child, so I was at least pretending to. No, it’s more that by that time, I’d gotten really comfortable being myself.”

The implication of her words buzzed in my gut.

“I can tell you try to be all things to a lot of kinds of people,” she said gently. “But you realize you’re enough as you actually are, right?”

“Truth,” Ashlee said. “Though at least Tess gives me hope that men can still send flowers and, I assume, text you at decent times of the day and night.”

I drew in a slow breath, took a sip of wine, turned my head to look out the window as I said it. I supposed that I was deciding to say it, but also it felt like I didn’t make a decision. I just did. “I don’t date men, actually.”

“Well, that’s really depressing,” Ashlee said. “So maybe it really is impossible.”

“No,” Kathleen and I said at the same time, and laughed.

“Kathleen, you’ve been very tight-lipped when it’s not about us,” I said, which made Ashlee laugh and took my mind off of the fact that I’d just come out to people I hadn’t even known for very long.

“Well, it’s nothing dramatic like the two of you,” Kathleen said. “I have a guy in New York who I see sometimes, nothing too serious—well, maybe a little serious—which fits my life just fine now. After my divorce, I thought, not this again. But we met a few years ago and he wore me down by being, you know, charming and decent-looking and skilled at all the particulars. He definitely wouldn’t ever text me that he was lonely at two a.m., and, yes, I feel safe to do whatever. Or anything, as Tess says.”

“I should say,” I cut in, because it was like I had to, the words just wanted somewhere to go and the somewhere was out. “My body is like … not my body so often. I don’t think of it as me, exactly. I know that sounds … deranged, but someone is always styling me or fitting me or telling me exactly the size and shape I need to be so I can fit into a costume or a prosthetic and—I don’t know. I don’t even pick out most of my clothes. I didn’t mean to disconnect, or even really realize it had happened—I do yoga every single day! But lately—”

“Yeah, again, we’ve noticed,” Kathleen said with a laugh.

“It’s not just that,” I said, laughing too. “It’s being onstage again, being around all of you. I remember why I loved it so much. Not that I’d forgotten, but it’s different when you’re actually doing it. Today, being on that stage … I don’t know. It’s good.”

“What’s your something like?” Ashlee asked me. “Besides, apparently, thoughtful and good in bed.”

“Yeah, both those things,” I said, as a rush of warmth hit me. I hadn’t gotten to talk about her to anyone yet. Not that it wasn’t slightly dangerous, speaking of Ashlee and Kathleen’s director, too, but I was good at sussing out danger. Maybe too good. And I felt safe here.

“Funny, like really funny. So hot that sometimes I feel like she’s playing a trick on me. I don’t know what the trick would be but …” I shook my head and laughed. “Competent at everything, or at least it seems that way. I don’t know. Nice. To me and to Rosie.”

I thought about blurting out a request that they not tell anyone, but I already knew that they wouldn’t. And so it was four people now who knew about me—well, five if Rebecca counted, why wouldn’t Rebecca count?—and when I got into bed later that night I saw that Max had texted. I hope you had fun last night!

So much fun. Thank you and thank you to Sadie. I’m so glad I got to finally meet her! She’s extremely cute, though you’re probably aware.

VERY aware!! Rebecca is also great, and you’re probably also aware.

I stared at the message, feeling how Max knew, and wondering why it didn’t make me panic, why I wasn’t already composing a Yeah it’s great to have interesting colleagues and friends spin on it. Yeah, I am quite aware.

I had an idea but please feel free to tell me to mind my own business. Since you mentioned Ari Fox’s career the other day, I wondered if you might want me to set up a meeting with her? She’s Joyce’s client so I used to work with her, but at this point we’re technically just friends.

Yes, are you sure she’d want to? She’s very cool.

Tess, you think EVERYONE is cool. Like me, a person who is currently wearing a Dinosaur Block Party swag T-shirt and watching Frasier in bed. Yes, Ari will definitely want to take a meeting with you. I’ll get it rolling.

I said good night to Max, and thought, six, the new number of people who knew about me. And I was OK. I didn’t stress out about it. I just waited for Rosie to curl up behind me and we fell asleep together.




Chapter 21

Let It Go

Rehearsals moved into the theatre, and with that, a bigger audience. That safe rehearsal room that so often felt like just ours was no more. Neil was around more, though after that wine-fueled ride in Verne’s Chevy Spark, he felt more like us and less like them, to me at least. Producers, including Patrick Russell Miles, sat in, and the design team was around more as well. The play, though, now felt so broken-in, so known, that it still felt like a safe space to be in, to run through each day with the team who’d become so much of my entire life in the last weeks. Tech was coming soon, with its unique set of challenges, but for now I was enjoying exactly where we were.

I was scheduled for another donor dinner, this time off-site at LA Cha Cha Chá in the nearby Arts District. Erica had again insisted on my styling team, but I managed to negotiate down to hair and makeup only, which I shared with Rebecca and Stephanie (Neil declined). My outfit had been selected by Rebecca from my closet earlier in the week, a black dress from Rixo with heeled Prada boots and a Chloé glossy black leather jacket I rarely got a chance to wear. My team would have never let me wear all-black—not my brand—but I felt like a badass and did not care.

Rebecca and I were seated across from each other again, but this time we were old pros. She volunteered to help with photos (older donors were typically not the most skilled or nimble selfie-takers), and I set her up to talk about her career without anyone first breathing the phrase female director. I did my standard talk-show fare about filming the Vindicators series and Rebecca told a story about a set piece mishap during previews for Arcadia, which left even the most sedate donors chuckling mildly.

There was no pile of sponsored wine afterward so in range of Neil and Stephanie I loudly offered to give Rebecca a ride home and then of course took her back to my house where I demanded she keep her suit on to fuck me. I knew the clock was counting down but why dwell on it when life was currently so exquisite? Why spend time thinking about anything that wasn’t my feet on the stage of the Jaffe, Rebecca’s arm resting on my hip as we fell asleep in my bed? I’d spent years denying so many things. I was fantastic at it.

Ashlee and Kevin organized a karaoke night out, and I got to say yes because karaoke in Little Tokyo was in private rooms, not up onstage in front of the public. The entire cast came—though Kathleen repeatedly told us she would not under any circumstances sing—as well as Kevin and Hannah, who started singing “I Want It That Way” before we’d all even gotten a chance to crowd onto one of the pleather couches and browse selections.

“I think I’m too old for this,” Kathleen said.

“You’ve been here for all of ninety seconds,” I said, laughing. “At least wait until you hear whatever Michael sings.”

Michael turned to glare at me. “I’ll have you know that I was voted most beautiful voice in high school.”

“Michael, what the fuck kind of superlatives did your yearbook have?” Kathleen asked, and I could tell we were laughing too hard for Kevin and Hannah’s taste as the song crescendoed and they practically screamed their harmonies into each other’s mouths. It reminded me of being young, cramming into private rooms in Koreatown NYC, feeling our lives in front of us but also that maybe we were in the prime of our lives exactly then and there.

I didn’t think my best was still in front of me, but I did think there was a possibility I was in it exactly now. Well, not exactly now—Michael was passionately singing Radiohead’s “Creep” while Ashlee silently shook with laughter onto my shoulder—but I knew Tess Gardner’s Hometown era would be her finest. How often were you lucky enough to feel it when it happened?

I was in the middle of “Anti-Hero” when the door opened, and—instead of an employee bringing us more shōchū—in walked Rebecca. She waved to everyone and squeezed in next to Kevin, who was flipping through one of the binders of available songs and also pausing to periodically cheer me on—Kevin was the drunkest one in the room. I was the least drunk, i.e., not at all, which meant there was no buffer for how it felt to be belting out a song I normally sang alone in my car while the woman I was secretly in love with watched me. She cheered harder than anyone else when I finished—well, except for Kevin, who was living in his own shōchū reality—and then waved to everyone else.

“Kevin texted that he knew I could walk over here easily and that I should do it,” she said in an apologetic tone, and laughed. “Now that I see the state of Kevin, I wonder if I should have checked in with someone else first. I’m not here to ruin anyone’s vibe.”

“No, you have to sing,” Kevin said, dragging her to the front, where I was still standing and holding a mic. “Rebecca has a great voice, everyone.”

“Don’t overhype me,” she said to him, but sweetly. “Gardner, you’ll sing with me?”

“It sounds like I have to,” I said, my heart thudding that this was happening in front of everyone and also it felt like the kind of romantic fantasy I would have written in my diary in middle school, even if I wouldn’t have called it romantic then. I’d spent a lot of time thinking about the cool things I’d do with other girls one-on-one when I was an adult, the most G-rated gay stuff a kid could dream up.

The instrumental track blared on, and everyone laughed when we realized Kevin had punched in the code for “Man! I Feel Like a Woman!” Kevin, while sloppy drunk, had been right about Rebecca’s voice. I was impressed that I was able to make it through instead of dropping my mic and staring at this person in wonder. Everything about Rebecca Frisch was a little magical.

Afterward, as some of us drifted out—it felt like Kevin, Ashlee, and Hannah were in for the long haul—I loudly asked Rebecca if she needed a ride back to her loft.

“I know it’s close,” I said, having perfected this line by now, “but it is dark now and you don’t know the city that well.”

“I’m embarrassed that it’s only several blocks,” she said, her old acting training coming through strong, “and that your car is so low. But if you really don’t mind.”

In the car we laughed at our routine, and I tried to keep my eyes on the road instead of on her. A difficult task, as she’d changed from her rehearsal outfit to a faded blue sweatshirt over jeans, the neckline notched out from wear or fashion or perhaps both and slipping down to reveal a black bra strap and her bare shoulder.

“I wish I could take you out,” I said.

“No, Gardner, don’t, look at me,” she said, as if she thought she was actually a mess and not sexy-soft-casual. “Where would you take me if you could, though? Or where would you be going if I wasn’t here?”

It would have been so different if I were out, or if I weren’t famous. I was grateful that Rebecca never seemed to blame me for that.

“I do this thing where—” I cut myself off. “Sorry, no. It’s dumb. I’m still trying to maintain some level of cool in front of you.”

“You’re very cool,” she said in her smooth tone where I couldn’t tell if she was teasing me or not. “Tell me.”

“I go home and pick up Rosie, and then I jump back on the 5 and drive up to where it gets a little twisty,” I said. “If I haven’t been able to get the car out much and really let it do what it does best—which is not sitting in downtown traffic every morning in rush hour. And then we get In-N-Out and we go home.”

“Oh my god, I haven’t had In-N-Out yet!” Rebecca said, a note of delight in her words. “I have to get a photo with one of those palm trees cups.”

I drove home so we could pick up Rosie, and once she was safely strapped into the back we took off again. I loved the freeway at night, when I could match the curves of the road with the wheels of my car, when I could push my speed just a little and feel the pull of gravity and inertia. Rebecca’s head was on my shoulder, and I could feel how present she was, her gaze slipping back and forth between the road in front of us and my hand on the stick shift.

“Do you know I still don’t know how to drive?” she asked.

“I can’t imagine,” I said. “Obviously, I understand, DC to college to New York, when even would you.”

“No, it was weird not to drive in DC,” she said with a laugh. “My friends gave me constant shit. I was just so set on this future in New York. I didn’t want to bother.”

Something tugged at my gut, thinking about Rebecca and New York and the ticking clock of whatever we were doing, but I pushed it aside. “Driving is one of the only things I can do to feel like myself, no matter what else is going on.”

“Thanks for pretending that wasn’t just an enormous turn-off,” she said, and I laughed. “Look, I know that we’re both beyond devoted to professionalism, but tonight I feel like I have to say something.”

“Oh?” I asked in what I knew was not my most casual voice.

“When Michael sang ‘Let It Go,’” she said, “for a split second I thought I might actually die.”

“Oh my god,” I said. “His face when he hit that note.”

We laughed so hard that Rosie barked from the back seat. I got off at the next exit, swung around, and picked the easiest In-N-Out off the freeway on the way back down. Even late at night, the drive-thru line snaked long through the parking lot, but their system was efficient and we moved through quickly. Instead of getting back on the road, like usual, I parked in the most remote corner of the lot, and we got out of the car so Rebecca could get her photo and it would be easier to split my fries with Rosie.

I took a photo too, even though it wasn’t something we’d been doing. There was no proof that we’d been together then, and I’d thought I wouldn’t want proof this time either. And maybe I wouldn’t, maybe as soon as she was gone I’d delete the photo, Rebecca under a streetlamp drinking a Diet Coke and looking at me like I was everything.

We were all sleepy when we got back to my house, and I let Rebecca and Rosie get into bed while I refilled Rosie’s water bowls and got my lunch bag ready for the next morning. Rebecca was in one of my nightshirts and scrolling her phone, Rosie on my pillow next to her, when I walked in, and she looked up and smiled at me.

“What are you always doing on your phone?” I asked, instead of that this felt like coming home and I’d never felt so happy in my entire life.

“Is that an accusation?” she asked smoothly. Always so smooth!

“No,” I said. “I don’t know why I asked.”

“Here’s what I’m always doing on my phone,” she said, flipping the screen around to face me. I could see it was her Gmail inbox. “Checking in about potential jobs, mainly. Checking my bank and credit card balances. Lying to my group chat, who bet me I’d get to LA and sleep with my ex, though they meant Carmen, so technically am I winning the bet? Hard to say.”

I got into bed next to her, though Rosie stayed on my pillow, which made me laugh. “Sorry. You can do whatever you want.”

“I can, but I’m also aware that I can reload my email all night, and there’s no producer in the world who’s going to email me at nearly three a.m. New York time.” She set her phone on the nightstand on her side of the bed. “I don’t have the next thing booked yet and I can tell I’m starting to spin a little.”

“Who wouldn’t hire you?” I asked.

“Oh, should we start the list?” She lay on her side and snuggled in next to Rosie, who grunted approvingly. “I only got this gig because Geoffrey Gordan’s a monster and when they needed someone to step in, Kenneth Argyle turned it down.”

I stared at her. “Why are they so obsessed with men directing stories by women? Stories about women? I mean—I know, but—Rebecca. I had no idea. To me you’re the most sought-after director in theatre.”

“Yeah, I’m not even the second-most-sought-after director in this production’s history,” she said. “Thank god for Neil, who rallied for me. And Sasha’s working her ass off to get me more coverage right now, and as soon as I’m back in New York I’ll take some meetings, and Liz’ll have work to float me so I can pay my bills. I’ll be fine, sorry. I’ve been trying to hide all my panic from you.”

“You don’t have to,” I said. “Would it help Sasha to pitch us together? I mean—not together, but a story about the director and the lead—”

“The lead who happens to be a Vindicator? Yeah, I think that could do it,” she said with a laugh. “Thanks, yes, can I have her connect with your publicist? Sorry, do I sound too thirsty for this?”

“No,” I said, because I knew how it felt to be used for my fame and connections, and there was nothing about Rebecca that felt that way. I leaned over and turned out the light. “And, no, just get it done and I can bring in Erica when it comes to scheduling. And I’m sorry about earlier. You can be on your phone all you want.”

“God, no.” She curled up behind me, and we laughed as Rosie circled for what seemed like a solid minute before lying down next to me. “Gardner, I’m aware I can be annoying. And also that we haven’t … set any parameters for … this.”

I held my breath waiting for her to continue the thought.

“Though I guess I thought you’d assume if I spent ninety percent of my nights sleeping with Rosie that matter was obvious.”

I smiled and focused on stroking Rosie’s fur and not on that matter being far from obvious at all.

On my day off, I dropped by Aisha’s arts school and spent an hour showing off stage combat basics to an auditorium full of eager kids. I’d convinced Henry to join me, since the thought of asking a favor from Michael was laughable, and he was a great sport in front of the kids, as the journalist watched and a photographer snapped photos. Not every man would let a woman repeatedly “beat” him in a staged fight, time after time, documented by the media, but considering how eagerly he jumped up each time for another round, I could tell Henry loved this as much as I did.

I did not—for legal reasons and also my own sanity—wear a Princess Platinum costume, but I did wear a Pantheon T-shirt and let the kids spend another hour taking selfies with me afterward. I nudged Henry toward Aisha, because a man who’d let himself get beaten up that many times by a princess felt like a potential match for my best friend, but by the time I took my last selfie, I found Aisha waiting for me on her own, in the front row of the auditorium.

“What did you think of Henry?” I asked her. “You said you wanted to meet non-terrible men in real life.”

“An actor?” she asked. “No offense, of course.”

“None taken,” I said. “Well … maybe some taken.”

“Thanks for thinking of me, though, I guess,” she said. “How are you?”

“Good,” I said, sitting down next to her. “Rehearsals are going really well. It’s coming together in this way—well, you know. You put on shows all the time.”

“I put on shows with children,” she said with a smile. “No, of course I know what you mean. There’s that moment where you’re like, oh, this thing is a thing.”

“Yes! Exactly that. Also you put on great shows with children,” I said. “Did you know that’s actually how Rebecca got her start?”

“Oh?” Aisha asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I mean, she said so at a donor dinner,” I said quickly. “Anyway. This was really fun today. I’m sorry I fought you on it.”

Aisha sighed. “It’s fine. Well, you know. It wasn’t, but it is what it is. And maybe you’ll do this again in the spring without cameras and the press?”

“Of course,” I said, trying to convey with my voice how much I meant that.

She watched me for a moment. “Anything new with you?”

I shook my head like she was silly to even ask.

“It’s just that I’ve been thinking about it,” she said, “and I don’t believe that Yelp sent you those flowers.”

“Who else would they be from?” I asked, smoothly, like I was Rebecca.

“Tess,” she said. “I’m your best friend. What’s the worst thing that could happen if you remembered that? Or told me the truth?”

“I am telling you the truth,” I said. “Yelp loves me.”

My voice got a little tripped up on loves me because it felt like a bigger intimation than I’d intended, and before I could worry that Aisha noticed, I jumped to my feet.

She stood up, too, and squeezed me in a tight hug. “Take care of yourself, OK?”

I waved and headed out, blasting music on my short drive home instead of dwelling on the fact that the hug had felt like a goodbye.




Chapter 22

Not Canon

Erica called me a couple days before tech started, while I was on my way to rehearsal. The piece on Hometown pitched by Rebecca’s publicist had gone up yesterday on Vulture, including a photo of Rebecca, Stephanie, and me looking into the camera like we were in charge of everything.

Also I’d never looped in Erica at all, let Sasha handle the whole thing.

“How’s everything?” Erica asked, and I didn’t reply because certainly she didn’t care about my answer. “And who do I yell at about this Vulture thing? Did DTA set this up for you? I knew that little social media person was going to be a problem.”

“Verne didn’t have anything to do with it,” I said, merging onto the freeway. “Rebecca needed a push so I told her to let her publicist use me to pitch a piece.”

“Tess, I made you aware that the topic of Hometown’s director is a sensitive one,” Erica said. “It doesn’t look good for you to champion Rebecca Frisch so … vigorously. The money’s with the producers, and the producers may have different ideas about the show’s future. They’ve asked me to limit pieces like this moving forward.”

“Sure,” I said, because it would be a worse look for Erica to try to pull the story that was already out there, so what did I care?

“And on the topic of Rebecca Frisch …” Erica sighed loudly. “There was some talk after your most recent donor dinner. The two of you certainly seemed cozy.”

“Talk where?” I asked, wondering if wealthy senior citizens posted lesbian rumors to social media. “And of course we seemed cozy! We spend almost every day together. The bond of a show’s team—”

“Cut the bullshit, Tess,” she said. “What am I going to read next, you marching in some parade wearing assless chaps?”

“You can just say chaps,” I muttered. “They’re all assless.”

“It’d be a good idea to bring a date to your opening night party in a couple weeks,” Erica continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “And I don’t mean your brother or Aisha Ward. Since you’re not currently seeing someone—”

I knew that I should have been terrified about whatever buzz was out there, but instead I pulsed with this feral energy that made me want to push the truth right into Erica’s face. “I actually am currently seeing someone.”

“And I have a feeling,” Erica said, “that I’ll do my job better if I don’t know anything about that. Surely you’re aware that there have always been whispers about you”—frankly too gay to be ignored—“and all those memes about Princess Platinum’s more secret superpowers—”

I stifled a laugh, though apparently not as well as I’d intended.

“Pantheon does not consider that canon,” she said sharply, which unfortunately made me laugh for real. I hated that Max wasn’t on this call with me; the texts we would have sent! “Though, speaking of Pantheon, my original reason for this call was to make sure you’re prepared for the event on Thursday morning.”

To announce Vindicators 4, the main cast would be part of a surprise Instagram Live on People’s account. Since Hometown was going into tech that day, somehow it had been arranged for the three guys to come to the Jaffe beforehand for the announcement. It was the most rank I’d ever managed to pull, and I couldn’t deny that—while I wished we could have held this off until after the play opened—I was excited to see everyone.

“I’m all set,” I said. “And you’ll be there.”

“That I will.” Erica sighed again. “Tess—”

“Sorry, I’m about to pull into the parking garage,” I said, though I was still on the 110. “See you in a couple of days.”

Erica was not the only one to have seen the Vulture piece, or at least the timing seemed too convenient when only a day later, an interview was published on The New York Times site with none other than Geoffrey Gordan.

I’d just finished my morning yoga when my phone rang, Rebecca’s name, even though normally we only texted. I’m sending you the link, she’d said in lieu of a greeting, and then we sat silently and read it on our phones at the same time.

“This apology,” Rebecca muttered.

“I wish I could hit something,” I said, which made her laugh.


Gordan acknowledges the precarious lines between professional and personal relationships, but disagrees with the nature of the accusations against him. “Those outside of it don’t understand the intimate bonds of theatre. I’m sorry if anyone misconstrued my intentions, but I still believe that the stage is a place where we can build incredible things together that may involve some uncomfortable situations. Anyone looking for comfort should stay out of the arts.”



I thought about intimate bonds, sitting in a big pile in between scenework, scream-singing songs not originally duets into each other’s mouths at karaoke, finishing off piles of wine bottles while venting about microaggressions. It was disgusting to excuse blurring the lines of sexual consent with any of that.

“Oh,” Rebecca said, “Steph’s texting me. Can I add her to the call?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Hi,” Stephanie said a few moments later. “I want to hit something.”

“Gardner just said the same thing,” Rebecca said, managing to sound light without being disrespectful to the situation at hand.

“I want you both to know,” Stephanie said, “that I never wanted to work with Geoffrey Gordan in the first place. But the opportunity was so good—when the script was selected by the grant committee last year and it all came together—I couldn’t turn it down.”

“Of course not,” Rebecca said. “If they kill this production and mount it in a couple years on Broadway without me, when all the Gordan dust has settled, I know that’s all Patrick Miles and the rest of the producers. His plays come closer to turning profits than most these days. Meanwhile people still say I got lucky with Arcadia.”


Gordan had been slated to helm the upcoming premiere production of Stephanie Hoff’s Hometown at Los Angeles’s Jaffe Theatre but stepped aside in light of the controversy. While the Tony-nominated Rebecca Frisch (Arcadia) has stepped in to direct the Jaffe production, producers are hesitant to label this a permanent change.

“We’re thrilled with Rebecca’s work in this last-minute change-up,” says producer Patrick Russell Miles, “but this production was built on Geoffrey’s vision, and it would be a shame if a handful of unhappy relationships derailed that. The future of Hometown is open, which I think is really exciting. Theatre is a living animal, and life can be beautiful and unexpected.”



“Fuck that,” Stephanie said. “Your Arcadia was an incredible production. And it made people money, I’m assuming.”

“I can negotiate,” I said. “I’ll let my team know that I won’t work with Geoffrey Gordan given … everything, so I’ll no longer be attached for Broadway in a couple years if it’s him. I know it wouldn’t technically be a transfer, but given ticket sales I’m certainly still—”

“What do you mean?” Stephanie asked. “You were never transferring to Broadway, Tess.”

I jumped up from the floor, my heart thundering through my body. Rosie raced into the room to see what the matter was. “Wait, how do you already know that?”

“Your team said even though contractually you’d get the offer, that due to your previous commitments you’d never be able to,” Stephanie said.

“Oh,” I said, thinking about the years of films spread out in front of me, and also the fact that Broadway had for a brief beautiful moment been an actual possibility—one of my literal childhood dreams coming true—and it had been taken away from me before I’d even known it had existed. And that was on top of the fact that Geoffrey Gordan was seemingly making some kind of power play to ensure that Hometown would eventually be back in his hands and out of Rebecca’s, which would have made me nauseated even if Rebecca wasn’t my—my something. Not that she’d be then, I knew, once the show was on Broadway, even if I managed to get myself out of whatever the next movie was to be there. I’d be playing straight for the press and surely by then she would have found her tethered wife and her happily-ever-after that had nothing to do with me.

“I—I didn’t ask for that,” I said, “and I didn’t know. I feel like an idiot.”

“Don’t,” Rebecca said. “I didn’t know either, Gardner.”

“I have to go,” I said. “Sorry, I need to try to fix this.”

“Tess,” Stephanie said. She wasn’t smooth like Rebecca but her voice still commanded attention. “There’s still so much up in the air right now. Maybe we just go have a good rehearsal, get ready to get into tech tomorrow, prove that this is the right team for the show, and—just, fuck Geoffrey Gordan. And fuck Patrick Miles, who we’ll smile nicely in front of today.”

I agreed to that but dialed Joyce on the way in anyway. It was exactly as Stephanie had said; no one wanted the possibility of me in New York for four to seven months given all the potential money to be made from potential movies. And right now, with Vindicators 4 a done deal, I absolutely couldn’t commit. Which meant that I could hate Geoffrey Gordan all I wanted, but I had no negotiation power; even if Broadway was in the cards for Hometown, it wasn’t for me.

Rebecca came over after rehearsal that evening, and I cooked the meal I’d planned before this had felt like a wake for the future of Hometown. A New York transfer had never been a given for me, but I’d hoped for it. Was there anything that would feel like more of a dream achieved than to perform on Broadway? It was a good fantasy, but the whole time it had only been that.

Rebecca, though, needed this in a way that I didn’t. And I didn’t have anything useful to say to her in that regard, so I was quiet as I worked in the kitchen and brought the meal over to the table, where she’d been staring at her phone.

“Hey,” I said softly, and she glanced up at me. “Can I do anything?”

She wiped her eyes and shook her head. “Fuck, sorry. This job didn’t come with any promises, but I still set my hopes on it. And, for some reason in this world that keeps proving me wrong, I also set my hopes on shitty men facing actual consequences. And also nothing has actually happened. I’m crying about bad possibilities.”

I leaned over to kiss the top of her head, wishing I could fix everything for her, for Stephanie, for me, for everyone. “Please don’t apologize for having emotions. It’s been a rough day.”

“I’ve felt guilty this entire time,” she said as I sat down across from her. “Getting to develop a new show out of town, this is a dream job. And because of circumstances, I have to keep that to myself. I’d look like such an asshole to enjoy it too much.”

“I hope you are enjoying it though,” I said. “Even just privately. Because you’re so good at your job and we’re all really lucky to have you.”

“You’re hardly objective,” Rebecca said, and glanced down at her plate before smiling up at me. “God, you take good care of me. I’ve eaten much better during Hometown than anything else I’ve ever done.”

“What would you be having in New York?” I asked. “The night before tech starts?”

“Don’t make me tell you.” She cut off a piece of chicken breast with her fork and speared a roasted tomato before popping it all into her mouth. “I want to have sex later and I’m afraid I’ll finally say the thing that turns you off forever.”

“I don’t think that thing exists,” I said.

“OK, right now I would probably be standing in my kitchen eating peanut butter from the jar over the sink,” she said. “And then I’d panic that I hadn’t eaten anything green in days, so I’d run downstairs to the nearest deli and buy the worst premade salad you can imagine.”

“Hmmm,” I said, and she cracked up.

“I told you.”

I nudged her foot with mine under the table. “I could listen to you talk about food all night. This is my favorite Grub Street Food Diary ever.”

“I didn’t even tell you about dessert,” she said with a laugh. “One Pop-Tart.”

“Ooh, brown sugar?” I asked.

“Strawberry frosted.” She watched me for a long moment, the tension easing from her face. “OK. I’m rallying. I know we don’t talk about work but I’ll just say that we’re going to put on the best fucking show we can. It’s all that’s in our control.”

“Absolutely,” I said. “Did the mere thought of a strawberry Pop-Tart revive you?”

“Something like that,” she said, going back to eating. So I did, too. After dinner we took Rosie out for a walk, and then cleaned up the kitchen before heading to my bedroom. I pinned Rebecca against the closed door so I could unbutton her shirt and jeans, but her serious expression stopped me in my tracks.

“What’s up?” I asked. “Besides the abuse of power in the arts.”

“No, I’m …” She leaned over and kissed me, all force and heat. “I’m so grateful for you, Gardner. I’m so glad I’m not toasting a Pop-Tart right now, or refreshing my inbox, or writing email drafts to my agent that I’d delete in the morning anyway. Thank you for dinner and letting me hold Rosie’s leash on the walk and”—she laughed—“for the patently thirsty way you look at me. I always love it but I really needed it tonight.”

I knew that I should say something in return, but I didn’t know what that would be without saying it all, that I was in love with someone who’d be gone in a matter of weeks, and if I didn’t stay right here in this very moment as far as we were concerned, I’d fall apart. Also, I liked this moment a lot. It wasn’t a bad place to stay.

So I pinned her back even harder, slipped my hand into her jeans, made her beg for it. When she came a few minutes later, my fingers curved inside of her, her thigh hooked around my hip, I knew that was better than any conversation we could have had.

She undressed me and pushed me into bed, kissing me, everywhere, in an agonizingly slow pattern while I throbbed for her. Rebecca laughed as I turned my head to moan into my shoulder, and I realized she’d gotten me to beg for her for once, which turned me on somehow even more, so much so that I couldn’t bear it, slipped my hand between my legs and exhaled as I touched myself.

“You’re so bossy,” Rebecca said with a laugh. “After what you put me through, you couldn’t even wait for me.”

“No, I couldn’t, you’re ridiculous,” I said, gasping as she laid her hand on top of mine and took over the speed, the pressure.

“What do you mean, ridiculous?” she asked, holding eye contact with me as our hands moved together, long hard strokes that pushed me up against release, almost there.

“How hot you are,” I said, arching my back and letting her take over all the way. “You feel like a mirage. You feel like I made you up. Oh my god, I’m so close.”

“Come on, Gardner,” she murmured.

Her words put me over the edge, and I cried out as my body quaked with aftershocks. Almost immediately, before I’d even caught my breath, Rebecca lay back next to me, took my hand, pressed it to her hot, pulsing center.

“Finish me?” Her breath grew more and more ragged. “Watching you—”

We kissed as I touched her, a steady rhythm until I felt her breath hitch and her hips buck. Afterward I knew that it was late and we should go to sleep but instead Rebecca buried her face between my legs until I cried out so loudly I didn’t recognize my own voice. When we finally curled up together, Rosie testing out another new spot—this time Rebecca’s pillow—it was harder to stay tightly wrapped in this moment, like when reality bled into an early morning dream. So I leaned back hard against Rebecca and reminded myself that at least for now, she was still there.

Erica was waiting for me when I walked into the Jaffe lobby the next morning, but I didn’t have a moment to dwell on her disappointed face because at the exact same moment, the Vindicators guys walked in.

The space was immediately a swarm of publicists, social media directors, and security guards, but navigating this scene was a lot like riding a bicycle. I had no trouble weaving my way through to greet the guys. With three older brothers, it couldn’t have felt more comfortable for me as the lone girl of the group—though the guys were nothing like my actual brothers.

“So, a world premiere,” said Mal Westbrook, who’d had a solid TV and film career before getting cast in Vindicators as the Cavalier, the kind of career where people still took him seriously as an actor no matter how many times he showed up onscreen in his Cavalier costume. “Pretty impressive.”

“I don’t think I could do it,” AJ Streeter said, shaking his head. The role of Flex Jackson in Vindicators had been his big break; he’d only had a couple of small TV roles beforehand but his people had clearly gotten him into the right room and he’d done all the right things. His fame level had blown up almost literally overnight. “But I know you’re classically trained and shit.”

“Hey, Tess,” Raúl Ramirez greeted me, giving me a big hug. Erica always dismissively referred to him as mom bait because something about his or his character Doctor Virtue’s energy made boomer and Gen X women swoon, but on set we had the most in common, passing books back and forth and exchanging stories about our rescue dogs—though Raúl’s was a regal shepherd mix and not a wheezy baby goblin. “When does the show open?”

“Previews in a week,” I said. “Which feels nuts. We start tech today.”

“I’m in town,” he said, “so I think I have opening night on my calendar.”

“Check this out,” AJ said, leaning in, and I took a step back when I realized the guys were all comparing watches. AJ had been the first one to get into watch bro culture, but it had spread. While we were on location shooting Vindicators 2, they’d scooped up discount watches at the small-town shop nearby where we also bought snacks and the occasional fountain Diet Coke, and dubbed themselves the Timex Bros. The press loved hearing tidbits about the Timex Bros, from their latest watches to their group chat. Of course, no one asked me to be a Timex Bro, even though I would have happily strapped on a cute stainless-steel timepiece too. Women so rarely got to be bros.

Erica swooped in as the People team pushed in, smiling as if she was a nice person who actually liked me. It wasn’t difficult, though, to get genuinely hyped up for the announcement. There was a palpable thrum of excitement in the room, and once the video began, I fell into a role I’d been playing for years. I was great at being the girl, the little sister, the cute one in a sea of rugged masculinity and steely looks.

When People was done, we—as suggested by me to Erica and, unbelievably, actually fulfilled—filmed a few short pieces of content for a nonchalant Verne, to promote Hometown. Around this time I fished my phone out of my pocket and texted Kathleen, who’d been prewarned about this publicity situation and was therefore ready, hair- and makeup-wise, for enough selfies and short videos with the guys shouting Hi, Leigh, your mom’s the best to firmly entrench her standing as coolest parent ever.

I said goodbye to the Timex Bros and followed Kathleen backstage for our first of five days of tech. It was our first chance to run the show like an actual production, and while I knew from experience that it would be grueling, I felt a giddiness prickling from within, too. This beautiful thing we’d all created together was practically real, and I inwardly dared the producers and investors to find a better group of people to bring it to life, here or anywhere else.

Kathleen and Ashlee shared a dressing room, while I had my own, but I wandered across the hallway anyway because actors were responsible for their own stage makeup and somehow I felt like the caked-on foundation and highly rouged cheeks of my Applewoods days weren’t going to fly here so I needed some guidance.

I was ready when Kevin called places, and beamed at my castmates as we gathered, all in costume together for the first time. It was almost impossible to believe that weeks ago I didn’t know any of them; at this moment it felt like we’d probably know each other forever.

I took my place onstage, ready to go as the curtain rose. “I can’t believe they’re all right outside this—”

“I don’t think that lighting cue ran on time,” someone called.

“Let’s start again,” Rebecca said, from her place out in the house. The curtain fell again, I shifted my stance, waited for the rise.

“I can’t believe they’re all—”

“It’s still not right.”

“While we’re working on it, I’m not sure about the gels.”

I waited while the team conferred, waited more while actual changes were made. This was exactly what this process was about, but it was off-putting, I remembered, to feel as if my performance was the least important aspect of the production.

We lurched through the show until our break, and the cast collapsed in what felt like one collective pile in the lounge. Today’s process had been so emotionally and physically exhausting that I hadn’t even gotten a chance to worry that this morning’s Vindicators 4 announcement threatened to separate me from the cast further. Further? Lately the truth was that I didn’t feel that separate, if at all. We were in this together.

After dinner we got back to it. The funny thing was how much it reminded me of being on set, waiting hours for an effect to be set up so I could film a ninety-second scene. I’d gotten so good at that, but the last weeks had spoiled me. Taking something big and fast and inching through it felt a bit like trying to run underwater.

The day ended late, and as the cast headed out, Kevin stepped gracefully into my path.

“Tess, if you have a moment, Rebecca would love to meet with you. Gertie and Leroy’s office. She’ll be there as soon as she can wrap up a couple of things.”

“Of course.” I hurried through the lobby to the elevator, deep into the building. The last time I’d been in this room, Rebecca had been a fantasy. Now she was—I supposed the truth was that she was still a fantasy, but for this brief blissful time she was my reality, too.

I was aware of the possibility that something had happened today regarding her future with the show, but I hoped that actually it had just been a very long day and even though we were complete professionals within the walls of this building, maybe we could steal a safe moment away together.

It took more than a few minutes for her to arrive, and when I saw the dark circles under her eyes and the slump to her shoulders, a zing of fear zapped through me.

“What happened?” I asked. “Is everything OK?”

She sat on the desk with a heavy sigh and looked down at me. “When did you find out you were doing Vindicators 4?”

“A couple weeks ago? Officially?” I shrugged. “Sorry. I thought you were going to say something even worse was coming out about—”

“So since we’ve been together,” Rebecca said. “And you didn’t think to tell me.”

I opened my mouth to defend myself, but then remembered that I didn’t have to. “I’m not sure why I would have? It starts filming after the show closes.”

“OK,” she said.

“You’re gone in like two or three weeks.”

Rebecca watched me for a moment. “What does that mean?”

I tried not to choke on the words. “Just … that this is almost over.”

“What are you talking about?” She covered her face with her hands. “Fuck. Last night I did everything to tell you what you meant to me, and it was like you weren’t even listening.”

“What?” I stared as it seemed like Rebecca was crumpling. “You’re going home. And I’m not—you’re—we both know that I’m not what you want so who cares if I’m going to New Mexico.”

Her gaze snapped back to me. “Why would you say something like that?”

“Because I’m not some tethered woman who’s going to fit your life,” I said, feeling the edge in my tone. It had seemed possible that we could have gotten through this whole thing without needing to have this conversation, so it was bad enough a horrible but inevitable thing had to be discussed, but during tech? “There’s no version of me that would work for you—even if I came out—and it’s really unfair to act like some part of this is news.”

“Tethered woman?” Rebecca took off her glasses and massaged her temples with her fingertips. “What does that even mean?”

“When I asked about the future you wanted someday, you said you only could if someone was tethered enough to work around you,” I said. “You also said what we were doing was a terrible decision.”

“Yeah, and sometimes I say things. I didn’t know I was going to be quoted on it later.”

“Right,” I said. “Smoke and mirrors, Rebecca Frisch telling some big story about herself to everyone in her life. Including me. It must be inconvenient that people actually believe you’re the person you invented.”

We both pulled back from each other, and I felt the line I’d stepped over.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured.

“No, I’m glad you said it, I guess.” She wiped her eyes on her forearm. “Gardner. I’m a fucking mess. At this point in my life, no matter what I want, someone who’s on the go as much as I am to build my name and pay the bills—I don’t know if I can be a good partner or a good wife. I’m working my ass off to do the art that matters to me and hold space in my life and—and honestly I thought you understood all of that and still—and sometimes I just say things.”

Now we were both crying.

“I wanted to find a way around all of it,” she said, finally.

“There’s no way around it. It was always doomed.” I stood up from the desk chair, suddenly didn’t know what to do with my body. I’d spent all day having theatre professionals tell me where to put it and how. “I should go.”

“OK,” Rebecca said.

“We’ll always have Applewoods,” I said, for some inane reason, but she laughed through her tears.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Gardner.”

I drove home with my stereo up so loud I couldn’t think. Rosie was at daycare until I was through tech, and my house had never felt emptier. The pillow I didn’t sleep on still smelled like Rebecca—and, honestly, a little like Rosie—so I curled up in bed and tried to convince myself that it was better on the other side of the inevitable.




Chapter 23

Triple Digits

After five days of tech, five days of slogging through Hometown, five days of hearing Rebecca’s voice out there in the dark, five days without anyone bringing me herbal tea or texting me late at night or wrapping her arms tight around me as I fell asleep, we were finished with the process. I would have thought I’d be grateful for the day off afterward, but at least tech kept me busy. At least tech kept me surrounded by my castmates and the words of the play. Even with Rosie back from boarding, my house was so quiet.

I talked Aisha into coming over for dinner, so I spent the afternoon slow-roasting tomatoes and making homemade pasta, and it was almost like I didn’t have to think if I just kept putting time-intensive tasks in front of myself. When she arrived, I threw my arms around her and did my best not to burst into tears.

“Wow, that is … a greeting,” Aisha said, stepping back from the hug. “You OK?”

“Tech week,” I said, and she nodded knowingly, as Rosie trotted over to greet her.

“You know, every time I worry, wow, did I pick the wrong path for myself, I talk to you and I remember, no, definitely not,” Aisha said with a laugh. “It smells amazing in here, by the way.”

“I made pasta,” I said. “And a sauce that’s not not viral on TikTok.”

“Wow, you sound young.” Aisha followed me into the kitchen and looked around at the number of pasta drying racks. “This is … a lot.”

“I was going to send you home with a bunch to freeze,” I said. “There’s no point in getting out the machine if you aren’t going big with it, you know?”

“No, Tess, I don’t know, if I want fresh pasta I just … go to a restaurant.” She was still eyeing the room, and I wondered if this looked like savvy food prep or a cry for help. Couldn’t something be two things at the same time? Not that I wanted help. What was help?

“It’ll take like five minutes to cook now that you’re here,” I said. “Sit down. Or open a red.”

“Sure.” Aisha and Rosie walked over to the wine rack, and Aisha examined a couple of labels before pulling down a cab. “Everything OK with you?”

“Super, sure, tech, remember?” I didn’t make eye contact with her, just dumped a few tongfuls of linguine into boiling water and set a timer before drizzling homemade vinaigrette over a bowl of greens and tossing it. The pasta was ready to drain by the time I was finished, and I focused on mixing the chunky sauce throughout. I’d be in training in a couple months; I was going to eat a giant bowl of pasta while I could.

“We’ve known each other a long time,” Aisha said, dishing up the salad into two bowls. “It’s obvious you haven’t been yourself lately and—”

I sighed. “Who else would I be?”

“You know what I mean,” she said, pulling out an electric corkscrew from a drawer. “Though I guess I should just say what I’m thinking.”

“Oh,” I said, something rattling off-center inside me as I plated the pasta into big low bowls. Aisha grabbed a chunk of Parmesan and grated it over both servings, and we carried everything to the table like a normal dinner instead of whatever was about to happen.

“I saw the Vindicators 4 announcement,” she said, once we were seated, eating our salads, sipping the cab. “I’m honestly kind of shocked.”

I shrugged. It was so strange that people thought Vindicators 4 had something to do with anyone who wasn’t me. Me and the Timex Bros, that was. “It wasn’t an offer I could really refuse. There was a lot of pressure from Pantheon and my team and—”

“So you got mad at me for asking you to do a workshop,” she said, “because of your image, that it might make people think too much about Princess Platinum. And then, what, weeks later, you sign on to do the whole thing again?”

“Aisha,” I said, and didn’t know what to say next because that was all technically true. “I did come by and do a workshop, though.”

“Sort of,” she said with a frown. “And not until your fucking people made you do it. Couldn’t you have just done it because I asked, because I needed you?”

“There’s a lot of pressure on me and my image right now,” I said, which was hardly untrue. “I’m trying to be so careful and—”

“No, I know, the great Professional Actress Tess Gardner’s going to win an Oscar someday and this is all just the path to get her there.”

“It’s not that,” I said, even though it was partially that and we both knew it.

“It’s fine,” she said flatly, winding pasta around her fork. “It’s just clear that something’s up with you, and I wish you’d talk to me like before. I know that you regret coming out to me and telling me about Rebecca, but—but you did and also I’m glad you did, because I love you and I want to know you. Not just the version you put out there to the public. And I guess if that were just it—I don’t know, Tess. We’ve been friends for so long but lately I feel like you’re hiding from me. Things haven’t been like they were, and I’m not stupid.”

“What do you want me to say?” I snapped. “That my life’s been a lot harder and I don’t always know how to talk about it and this whole thing I signed up for a long time ago has only gotten more limiting and if I can’t even have bad days with my best friend I really don’t know what to do?”

“Yeah, I don’t know, something like that?” Aisha shook her head. “Sorry. I told myself to go over and have a nice dinner with you and not act like a bitch, so this is me trying.”

“Sorry here too,” I said. “I’m glad you’re here.”

We ate in silence for a few moments, but I could tell from Aisha’s face that she wanted to say something else, so this time I kicked her under the table. Even if I probably didn’t want to hear whatever it was. “What else?”

Aisha smiled, tentatively. “OK, I know it’s not the best timing, but it’s not superhero related, so I’m hoping I can ask you a favor, because this would mean a lot to me—and honestly I think we can agree you owe me one. This movie theater in Eagle Rock is doing a screening of All Green Lights, and I made sure they could do it on a night you’re off. There’s going to be a Q and A after the movie—Nikki and Veronica are coming for sure. And the theater is giving Silverlochen a table in the front of the lobby to hand out brochures and sell T-shirts and get donations, all of that, which could help so much if we get a decent crowd.”

“So you want me to do the Q and A?” For a split second I wondered if Aisha understood me at all. How was she even asking me this? “After every single thing I’ve said about trying to focus on a more prestigious awards path in front of me—”

“Tess.” She rolled her eyes. “You cannot be serious.”

“You’re the one who brought up my career goals, so I don’t see how you think me showing up at some Q and A where weird men are going to ask me a bunch of questions about Princess Platinum’s superpowers and any secret intel on Vindicators 4—”

“Yep,” Aisha said dryly, “I absolutely roped you into an event that’s going to be chock-full of weird men, that’s absolutely my style.”

“I just don’t know why you’d ask me to publicly revisit a shitty old movie,” I said, almost crying as I said it. Immediately I felt like a traitor to All Green Lights, which had given me my start as well as my best friend. I imagined Rebecca and her girlfriend watching me on the big screen, imagined all the other ways everything could have gone. Aisha couldn’t have known any of that, but the timing was still more horrible than I could handle and also she did know about enough. “That was before I even got my teeth fixed.”

Aisha set down her wineglass so quickly it tipped, red liquid flowing down the center of the table. “Considering we wouldn’t even know each other without that movie, that’s a fucking terrible thing to say. You know what, I’m gonna go.”

“Aisha—”

“Tess, let me ask you something,” she said, making a weak attempt to staunch the spread of cabernet with her napkin. “When’s the last time you asked how I was? How anything in my life was? When have you asked about Silverlochen in ways that didn’t relate back to you?”

I stared at her, tried to make her accusations seem wrong in my heart instead of—

“I know we still hang out all the time,” she said, “but I’m convinced you only have me and Andy over so often because you hate being alone, and not because you actually want us around.”

I imagined my two favorite people talking behind my back. “Did Andy say that?”

“No, you know that Andy’s too much of a gentleman to say it. But I’m saying it. I keep waiting for something to click or for it to feel like you’re actually letting me in again, but … lately you treat me like I’m some member of the Professional Actress Tess Gardner team.”

Before I could respond, Aisha walked to the door. “You’re acting exactly like what you’ve always professed to not want to be: a spoiled, entitled movie star. And I got out of this business for a reason.”

I stumbled up and toward her, but it was too late. Aisha was out of the house, across the lawn, out of the gate. I grabbed my phone to text an apology, but that felt idiotic, so I texted Andy instead.

I’m not the absolute worst, am I?

I kept texting, details of the fight with Aisha. Andy was so non-drama. He’d know what to say.

Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. I know it’s been a rough month. But you’ve been kind of an asshole to Aisha. I don’t know what else you want me to say.

I shoved my phone in my pocket. “Come on, Rosie, let’s take a walk.”

For a split second I worried she’d understood everything Aisha had said, but of course she ran over, wiped out on the floor as she reached me, and bounced around as I buckled her into her leash and harness, like I was still the greatest thing the universe had ever produced. Dogs were miracles.

We did our usual loop outside, and since I still felt shaky and off, we did a wider loop, and wider still when none of that helped. It was growing dark, and I didn’t feel like fending off a coyote—an ever-present issue here, somehow, the second-biggest city in the nation with wildlife challenges of the old wild west—so I finally gave up feeling better and went home.

“Want to go for a drive?” I asked Rosie, who panted at me like I must have been joking. “We can go to In-N-Out.”

At that she spun around in three circles, fell over, and hopped up again, so I scooped her up and carried her to the Porsche. Once she was safely buckled into the back, I turned up my stereo and took off. The 5 was empty, even for a Sunday evening, and I flew. The car and me, we felt the curves of the road, we knew when to lean in and when to push it. I could practically feel the wind in my hair and the night on my skin. Even when I was young, driving a hand-me-down from Andy that had been a hand-me-down from one of our older brothers, when emotions I didn’t understand—or didn’t want to understand—crashed around in me and I didn’t know what else to do, there was always an open freeway and my stereo cranked up to eleven.

Because what else was there to do? I’d messed things up with Aisha but I didn’t know how not to, considering everything in my life that didn’t fit with the kind of friendship she deserved from me. Andy wasn’t on my side—I loved Andy for treating me the way he always had, but I guessed occasionally I understood why some stars surrounded themselves with yes-men—and I hated the implications of that. Plus Rebecca. Rebecca! The most baffling, frustrating, confusing person I’d ever known, acting as if something had been possible between us and then acting as if I was the bad guy for knowing it hadn’t been. Except that, also, I was the bad guy. No princess at all.

The thing was that I felt crushingly, humiliatingly, stupidly transparent. My life was such a gift and also such a—curse was too strong, but it made so many things so hard. It didn’t make sense to me that Aisha, Andy, and Rebecca couldn’t see what I was fighting. The three of them knew me—actual me. How had everything gone so sideways when it all seemed so obvious? Or maybe it was because they did know the actual me, the villain inside, just another truth I kept hidden from the world.

Flashing lights appeared behind me, and I was always so careful of my speed that I merged to a slower lane to let them by. The lights merged over, too, and when I glanced down at the speedometer, I realized I’d slowed down to ninety miles an hour.

“Be good, baby,” I told Rosie as I pulled over onto the shoulder. “We don’t bark at cops.”

The officer asked if I knew how fast I was going, and I wasn’t sure if I should admit that I did. I was honest about where I was headed, since it was no crime to treat one’s best friend to French fries, and handed over my ID when asked.

“Please wait here with the car engine off. I’ll be back,” the officer told me, walking back to his car, betraying no sense of whether he knew that he’d nabbed Professional Actress Tess Gardner.

I glanced into the rearview mirror at Rosie, grateful she didn’t know enough to be disappointed in me. “Sorry, girlie. Hopefully this won’t take long and we can get back on the road.”

I watched the officer in the rearview mirror, too, the look of delight on his face when he called it in. He knew, or at least he did now. If I were smart I’d fire off a quick warning text to Erica, but that sounded like an even worse addition to my evening, so I just waited, hands at ten and two. It took a while, but eventually the cop was back with my license, paperwork, and the speeding ticket.

I’d gotten sloppy, and that had finally caught up with me. For all I yelled about the awards-worthy reputation I was building, I hadn’t glanced at the speedometer until it was too late. I knew where I wanted to place the blame, but it was something that had been there way before fame or Princess Platinum or future Oscars. Something inside me, clawing its way out, that could split me into pieces. Professional Actress Tess Gardner and whatever was left.

Erica called early the next morning, before I’d even gotten up for yoga. Did I care about yoga anymore? Sure, I was limber, but it had taken a bunch of orgasms to actually feel at one with my own body, so did any of it matter?

“I’m trying to figure out why you didn’t immediately get in touch last night,” Erica said, as I shoved on my glasses and googled my name. “TMZ Exclusive: Vindicators Star Tess Gardner Nabbed for Reckless Driving at Speeds Topping over 100 MPH.”

“Honestly, it makes me sound cool,” I said, because male celebrities did things like this all of the time and it only furthered their reputations, and suddenly I found myself angry about that too. Professional Actress Tess Gardner’s brand wasn’t cool but it was a nice thought on a morning like this one, alone in my bed getting lectured by someone I hated.

“Have you read the entire piece?” Erica snapped.

I skimmed. When asked why she was speeding, Ms. Gardner reportedly said she was taking her dog to In-N-Out.

“Are you laughing?” Erica asked.

“I’m sorry,” I said, though I was, against my better judgment. My better judgment was gone! “I’m happy to issue an apology taking a stance against reckless driving.”

“Fantastic,” she said as if it were not. “Look, you’ve got the show opening in a week and a half. Can you manage to stay off everyone’s radars until then? Fingers crossed you’ll get some good reviews, the Times piece will be mostly fawning, and you’ll roll right into Vindicators 4.”

I agreed and hung up, snuggled against Rosie and went back to sleep for another half hour instead of worrying about yoga. When I walked into the theatre, the entire company applauded, even though I’d sort of forgotten that theatre people followed mainstream pop culture news too. The world kept sneaking into this safe space. Well, the world and my own nonsense.

“Wow, Tess,” Michael said. “We really should have let you valet when you asked.”

“Don’t,” I said, because it had only been funny when I thought that none of these people knew about it.

“Let’s get started,” Rebecca said, less smooth and more, potentially, annoyed. She looked the same, though, blazer and T-shirt with jeans and loafers, hair back, statement frames. “I’d love to try running act one now that tech is locked, but I’m ready for it to take some time.”

Kevin spoke softly to her, and she nodded.

“Actually, let’s start in five, we’ve got a few things to confer on.”

I headed backstage, where I wouldn’t have to hear or see her while she knew I was this much of a disaster. A set of footsteps followed me, and I spun around to see Kathleen. “Did they change their minds again? Are we starting now?”

“It’s going to be at least five minutes, probably ten, you know how slow Kevin goes with his notes first thing in the morning.” She walked up beside me. “How’re you doing, darlin’?”

“Bad,” I said. “It’s terrible timing to start being so obvious about everything, I know.”

“You want to talk about it?” she asked gently.

“No,” I said, as tears flooded my eyes. “It’s just that I had this thing where I got to be happy, and I knew it was doomed from the start, and for some reason I pretended it wasn’t, and now—I don’t know why I feel this way. I knew what I signed up for.”

Kathleen hugged an arm around me and squeezed. “Never mind everything I said the other week. You still seem very young to me, hon. When everything seems so big and insurmountable.”

“This actually is big and insurmountable,” I said, still crying. “My—the person I was seeing—it’s over. I was doing fine without anyone but—I don’t know how I can go back to feeling that way. And it doesn’t matter because—”

“Shhhh,” she said, not letting go of me. “This is a hard time, and far from the first relationship to struggle during tech. I’d hardly count it over yet, give it a little time.”

I stepped back and stared at her, because there was something about the way she’d said during tech. “You know.”

She held up her hands like I’d caught her in the midst of a crime. “Only as of very recently!”

“Does everyone?” I asked, though that felt unlikely, given the reaction to me and my speeding ticket. It wasn’t a particularly tight-lipped group.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “She posted a selfie to her Instagram stories the other week, and there was a little flash of green in the background. Literally the only thing I’ve seen my entire life that color is your car. And she’s seemed—well, you know as well as I do—ha, better, I’d say!—that she’s a consummate professional. But there’s been something at her edges the past few days. I put two and two together.”

“Do you hate me?” I ask, and she cackled.

“No, god, don’t be stupid,” she said, and I found myself laughing too. “You’re going to be fine. Next thing Michael says, I swear I will kick his ass.”

I hugged her tightly. “That would hardly be a fair fight.”

Ashlee walked in and managed to throw her arms around me while Kathleen was still hugging me, and Henry found us that way and we all laughed.

“I’m not sure I should pile on here,” he said, and patted my shoulder. “You good? Rebecca’s making a face like most of her cast disappeared and we should probably get back to it, and you know how scared I am of her, so.”

“Yeah,” Kathleen said, “she’s good.”

I nodded, even though I wasn’t. I wanted to be, and I owed it to them. “Let’s get back to it.”




Chapter 24

Mutual Admiration Society

It felt like someone else had let Max set up a meeting for me with Ari Fox, a someone else who was confident and happy and in love and excited to connect with queer women in the industry. The person walking into Spring Hope for this actual meeting was none of those things, just a heartbroken on-the-record reckless driver.

Max met me in the lobby and hugged me more tightly than I knew a tiny person was capable of. “How are you doing?”

“Oh, maybe not my best,” I said, determined not to start crying. “I’m sure you and everyone else are ready to murder me.”

She shrugged. “Honestly, between us, I’ve saved about twenty-seven memes to my phone. Though as far as Joyce, Riley, and Erica are concerned, no I didn’t.”

“I haven’t looked,” I said, my heart thudding. “Is it bad?”

Max pulled her phone out of her pocket and scrolled for a moment before turning the screen to me. A gif from Vindicators 3, Princess Platinum soaring through the air with Boy Voltage behind her, the text reading I’m taking my dog to In-N-Out. It wasn’t particularly clever, but I laughed anyway.

“Right? It’s so stupid but I love it.” She smiled and gestured to the stairs. “Anyway, Ari’s already here. She’s terminally early. Should I bring you up?”

I couldn’t think of a polite way to say no and book it out of there, so I followed Max up. She knocked on a closed meeting door softly, and I laughed.

“I know, why do I do that, I sound like a gynecologist letting you know I’m about to walk in,” she said, cracking up as she let us into the room.

“You really did sound like my gyno,” Ari Fox said, jumping up from the sofa. She was about my height, her hair currently bleached platinum and cut blunt and short, with the cheekbones and symmetrical features that made people want to put you on the big screen. If I was the girl-next-door, she was the new girl in from out of town who taught you everything you’d never known before. “Hey, Tess, it’s great to meet you.”

“I’ll be in my office, so just text me if you need anything,” Max called, letting herself out.

I looked back to Ari, who was wearing a muscle tee over black joggers and Nikes, wishing I was allowed to dress like that in public. “It’s good to meet you too,” I said, shaking her hand. “Thanks for taking a random meeting with a stranger.”

Ari laughed. “I don’t think you qualify as a stranger. Also, we were actually at the same Exemplar party once, but I didn’t have the nerve to talk to you.”

“Oh my god, I wish you had! I never know who to talk to at those things.”

“Great, now we know we can talk to each other.” She grinned as she sat back down, if she’d ever stopped grinning to begin with. “I should say that I’m a huge fan.”

“Oh, me too. Treading Water was one of those films that felt life-changing to me.” I sat down across from her, wondering how Max had broached the subject of this meeting, if Ari knew about me. Treading Water had gotten a huge amount of publicity up to and including its Oscar for best supporting actress, but relating to it too much—well, that felt telling.

“OK, so this is a mutual admiration society then,” Ari said, still grinning. “I’m psyched you’re playing Princess Platinum again. My wife and I are obsessed with those movies. I’d kill to be a Vindicator, as long as they let me be super gay.”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “I might do these movies forever if they gave me sapphic superpowers.”

We both laughed, and I thought about how she was the seventh person who knew, and how that felt OK. Good, even.

“Thanks for talking to me,” I told her. “Honestly I just feel a little trapped. I know how that sounds—I have this career people would literally kill for, and more money than I need, but—”

“No, dude, I get it,” Ari said, running her hands through her hair. “Do you feel like you’re getting good scripts? Do you feel like you’re getting to talk about the right shit when you do press? I honestly hate all that stuff but I can’t deny that it helps. Also I’m embarrassed to be asking you these questions, I’m sure you know way more than I do.”

I shrugged. “I don’t feel like most of it is within my control. My team sends me things, my team sets things up. I begged to do this play and it felt like a battle the whole time, and—I actually like playing Princess Platinum! But I had this idea I’d be doing other things too—movies like you’re in, I guess, and more theatre—and I feel like the more I fight, the more they want to tighten the reins, you know?”

“I do know,” she said, nodding seriously. “And I don’t know what it’s like to do one of those big franchises with all those companies and all that money attached. Still, it’s your life, not theirs. And not to be gross and pull rank, but they’re working for you.”

“Supposedly,” I said, thinking about my team’s refusal of even the possibility of Hometown on Broadway. “At this point I don’t really know who’s in charge, except it doesn’t feel like me.”

“The thing is,” Ari said, “you have to be willing to have them all mad at you. Not just when it’s a fight. Like, picking projects they hate or refusing to do press that doesn’t suit the story you want to tell. I always remind people that they can be great at the Hollywood thing, but I am the only expert in the Ari Fox thing.”

I thought about Professional Actress Tess Gardner, how she wasn’t my call at all.

“We should do a project together,” Ari said. “Joyce would definitely believe I bullied you into it and you’d be off the hook.”

“Wait, really?” I imagined the car chase movie I’d been dying to make, Ari in the back seat as my rational and exasperated love interest I’d pulled into my dangerous world. Maybe that wasn’t what she had in mind, but it was a nice fantasy. “I’d love that.”

Ari cracked up. “This is the weirdest meeting of my life. Do you understand our comparative fame levels? But, yes. I know Max wants to get into producing; let’s put her on the task.”

It was the first time since I’d landed the role in Hometown that my career’s future seemed so full of potential, and Ari and I chatted easily about the kinds of roles we hoped for, the films we wanted to make. The hour passed quickly, and I apologized as I said a hurried goodbye so I could get to the Jaffe on time.

“If you’re free tomorrow night,” Ari said, as I headed to the door, “I have this super casual industry hangout I do like once a month-ish, and I’m hosting this month. Dinner, conversation, super chill.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking about the networking dinners, the half fish fillets uneaten, the Deuxmoi blind items later.

“You look like you’ve sensed danger,” Ari said quickly. “My guess is that, whatever you’re thinking, it’s not that. Literally like five or six folks in the industry who aren’t toxic—Max is one of them—food I order in because neither my wife nor I could handle cooking for more than two people at a time, and—you have a dog, right? Disclaimer that I know you have a dog because I follow her on Instagram. Anyway, your dog can play with my dog in the backyard. And if you’re busy or don’t want to, just ghost me, it’s fine.”

“I won’t ghost you,” I said. “Sure. Rosie and I will be there.”

Ari high-fived me, which was perhaps the best way I’d ever left a meeting, and I rushed to the theatre thinking about this future I supposedly had a say in. Maybe it should have seemed as impossible as it always had, but for the first time I could remember, all I felt was a little flicker of hope.

At the Jaffe, Michael paced in the lobby, and I wondered if I should ignore him and assume this was some new display of masculinity I hadn’t yet observed in the wild. His expression—a furrowed brow that would have looked like regret on anyone else—gave me pause, though.

“Everything OK?” I asked, and he sighed.

“Verne was filming content up there and I fucked up.” He shook his head. “Used the wrong pronouns for them while they were recording.”

“Oh,” I said, and gave myself a moment to make sure I hadn’t misheard. I didn’t realize someone like Michael—and Michael, specifically—would even care about misgendering. “I’m sure you apologized.”

“Obviously,” he said. “Still. They probably think I’m some old white straight guy who doesn’t give a shit.”

“I think all you can do is prove that you aren’t,” I said. “Should we go up?”

“Give me another minute,” he said. “You don’t have to wait with me. My old white straight guy feelings will recover.”

“I don’t mind,” I said, sitting on a bench. “How are you feeling about the show?”

“Tech felt rough to start,” he said. “But I’ve found those are often my favorite shows. What about you?”

I sighed. “It’s been … a weird time. But I think I’m ready. I was just already so worried my reception in this would be overshadowed by Vindicators, and the announcement for 4 definitely didn’t help matters there. And that was before …”

“You took your dog to In-N-Out?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah, that.” I shrugged. “Lately all I do is mess things up for myself.”

He sat down next to me. “Look, if you want my old white straight guy advice …”

“Never,” I said, but laughed. “No, go on.”

“You’re never going to get where you want if your biggest goal is chasing recognition from critics,” he said. “Or audiences. That stuff feels great and it’s a total dopamine hit, sure. It’s not going to make you whole.”

“OK, Mr. Three Tonys,” I said, and he laughed.

“OK, Ms. Whatever the Fuck You Get Paid,” he said, and then we were both laughing. “Look, sure, that first Tony, I lost my mind wanting that to happen. And then it did and my life didn’t change the way I expected. The only thing that makes me feel the thing I want to get out of—well, life, is doing the work I want to do, and continuing to do the work. Tess, you’re an incredible actor—”

I nearly jumped in surprise. “I am?”

He sighed. “You’re really missing my whole point.”

I pulled up my feet, hugged my arms around my knees. “I made this film the other year. It was everything I wanted out of this, you know? I felt really challenged by the role, shooting with the director was a really collaborative experience, and when Academy voters didn’t seem to care … it hurt a lot.”

“Yeah, but you fucking made something you were proud of.” His tone was only a little exasperated. “In the scheme of things, that’ll sustain you longer. You let go of worrying about what people think, you’re going to do even more incredible things. I promise.”

“I know that you’re right,” I said. “Mostly, at least. But I also feel like men get to say things like their careers soar when they don’t worry about what other people think. Me, if I didn’t worry about it at least somewhat, I wouldn’t have a career to begin with.”

He shrugged. “Sure, maybe.”

“Like, when men throw their weight around to try to show everyone they’re in charge,” I said, pointedly, “even when they’re explicitly not … that’s also worrying about what other people think.”

Michael raised an eyebrow. “You saying something specific here?”

“I just want to know why it’s weak for women to want the approval of others but strong when men are, all, Hey, Princess Platinum, you don’t belong here, or, Hey, female director, here’s an idea for you, so everyone knows we should trust you more and you’re the one actually running things.”

“I never called her female director.”

“Would you have been doing that in front of Geoffrey Gordan, though?” I asked, and I felt him shift beside me.

“Probably not. God, I feel like such a fucking asshole about all of that,” he said, and I tried to process those words coming out of his mouth on that topic. “You know we go way back.”

“Two of your Tonys,” I said.

“Yep. A side note that next time we work together I hope you have everyone’s awards stats less memorized, Tess. Anyway. There was always shit with women, sometimes they’d be crying backstage or outside of the rehearsal hall, and, you know. Geoff was always all—”

“‘Bitches be crazy’?”

“Something like that. And me, just agreeing. So much of my career’s wrapped up in working with him and having this friendship. It was easier to believe someone lied or got her feelings hurt than this person—this artist, my friend—was capable of that. I got here thinking I’d be working with a collaborator, and someone complains and—anyway. I read that Times piece and couldn’t have felt like a bigger asshole.”

“It would have been nice if we could have felt that from you,” I admitted. “I assumed you were on his side. It must have been so hard for those women to come forward. Instead of being the guy who goes in and throws his weight around to pretend he’s in charge, you could be the guy who shows up and calls bullshit on abusers and makes women and non-binary people feel heard.”

“I’m genuinely irritated at how thoughtful you are,” he said, and I laughed.

“Oh my god, Michael, how do you think I feel right now?”

“You doing OK?” he asked. “In general? You’ve seemed …”

I shrugged, feeling tender and raw and also, somehow, very safe. “I’m a little heartbroken. A lot heartbroken, really. I had … something very special, and now it’s over. But the show’s been good for me.”

“We should get back,” he said, standing up. “But I hear you. There’s a reason we all keep doing this. Almost nowhere I’d rather be. I assume same for you, except a valet lot.”

I followed him to the elevator and hit the button for our floor. “I think valet lot’s fallen to number two, actually.”

I second- and third- and fourth-guessed myself regarding Ari Fox’s industry hangout the next night. I’d assumed that rehearsals would be smoother once the show had been locked, but there was a new awkwardness with this new knowledge it had given us. Standing on the stage without the logistics of tech in the way made it feel new yet again. We weren’t in our rehearsal room anymore—a place I’d never expected to end up feeling so safe—and getting back into being Casey alongside my fellow cast members, I felt weeks of work ebb. When I went in hard in a conversation with Henry and Michael as Steven and John, their energy didn’t match mine—or each other’s—so I toned it down and felt my overcorrection misfire. It might as well have been day one again.

The work at least teased at being this great distraction from the rest of my life. Despite how much I tried to stay emotionally in every moment alongside my fictional family in my fictional home, though, moments of real life shot in anyway. It was impossible to forget everything that made it clear that things were actually nothing like day one—and every time the real world elbowed back in, it was hard not to stare at Rebecca and wonder what she was thinking. I tried to hone in on whatever Kathleen had seen in her, but if Rebecca’s same-business-different-day attitude was smoke and mirrors, I couldn’t tell.

Early on in the process, during an intimacy director session, we’d been urged to put it all down at the end of the day, not to hold too tight to the world of the story and our characters. But what were you supposed to do when it all bled together? How could I put down Casey’s story alongside my own?

So the thought of another evening, just me and Rosie, didn’t feel like something I wanted or that would be very good for me. I grabbed a bottle of wine, got Rosie leashed up, and jumped in my car to head over to the address Ari had texted, just off Sunset in Echo Park. Max was parking across the street as I got out of the car with Rosie, and I was relieved I’d have someone to walk inside with.

“I am so excited I get to meet your dog!” Max darted across the street, clutching a huge glass pitcher that seemed about half her height. “Sorry, Sadie said she’d make me drinks to bring, I didn’t know this was their container.”

“Switch with me,” I said, handing her the wine bottle and hoisting up the pitcher. “And, yes, this is Rosie. Rosie, this is Max.”

“This is genuinely maybe the most starstruck I’ve ever been meeting talent,” Max said, laughing as she leaned over to pet Rosie. “So Ari mentioned maybe we all wanted to work together on a project? I wanted to make sure you weren’t just being nice in a meeting—which is fine, I’m nice in meetings all the time—because otherwise I’m gonna go a little bonkers putting this together, and I wanted to get the all-clear first.”

“Go bonkers,” I said, following her to a little sand-colored bungalow surrounded by a tiny lawn of beautiful succulents—Andy would love it. “This is my all-clear.”

“Hell yeah,” Max said, ringing the doorbell. “I have so many ideas. We can do a formal meeting soon with the three of us. Four of us, if Rosie wants to come.”

Rosie barked at that, so we considered that an all-clear from her too. Ari opened the door for us, and gave me a tour of the cozy two-bedroom, full of bookcases and bright artwork on the walls and of course her Oscar tucked in a mostly inconspicuous nook. Max, Rosie, and I were the first there, but other women arrived: another actor, a showrunner, a marketing exec. Everyone was queer—and I knew that my presence here said that I was, too—and everyone seemed low-key, as Ari had promised. She introduced me as my friend, Tess, and though I was good at reading the hidden surprise on people’s faces, it didn’t grate here. I trusted Max, and already I trusted Ari, and so now my number was ten people, double digits, and I was OK.

Ari’s dog turned out to be an exceedingly well-behaved border collie who sat quietly while Rosie grunted like a gremlin after midnight, but we took them out into the backyard and cracked up as they raced each other, i.e., the border collie ran laps around Rosie. The thing about Rosie was, though, that she never seemed bothered; she just kept running her little goblin run and falling over and getting up. She was the most inspiring thing in my whole world.

At home I tabbed to my text chain with Aisha. I’m not sure I want to do the Q&A, but is it cool if I still show up to our movie? I want to see it together and I’m sorry I acted like such a jerk about it.

I held my breath while the three dots flashed.

Really? Is that what you want to ask me?

My heart raced but I decided not to put my phone aside. I could power through. Aisha deserved that, and more. “Are you still mad at me?” felt like an embarrassing way to start TBH LOL

Oh my god Tess why do you capitalize things like a boomer!

Aisha, I’m so sorry about everything. I know I’ve been a disaster but I feel really inspired by everyone around me to be better and to try harder in general but specifically with you and the friendship you deserve from me.

I appreciate that, she texted, and then, And it is more than cool if you just show up. You doing ok?

I sighed and looked to Rosie, who was nibbling on her toenails like a little princess. To be honest I’m really sad. Rebecca and I broke up and I’m not handling it well.

I KNEW THOSE FLOWERS WEREN’T FROM YELP!!

Oh yeah, you really cracked the code of “xoxo” not coming from a business, way to go, detective of the year.

I’m glad you finally told me. Do I need to kick her ass?

No, it was a mutually doomed situation.

Thank god, she’s like 7 inches taller than me. And then: How mad is Erica about your speeding ticket?

Oh she’d definitely tear up my contract if I hadn’t just signed for 4. I reached over to scratch between Rosie’s ears. I’m really, really sorry. I love you and even when things are hard in my life I want to be better to you.

I know, and I love you too. Get your shit together and you know I’m not going anywhere.




Chapter 25

Like Like

Since the All Green Lights screening was on a night off, I texted the Hometown group chat with a link. No pressure but I’m going to this (it was my first movie and how I met my best friend) so it might be fun. Or humiliating! Find out, if you need something to do with your one wild and precious day off.

I drove myself to the movie theater, where Aisha was hanging out at a table inside the crowded lobby with one of her colleagues, whom she left behind as soon as she saw me walk in.

“It is so good to see your face,” she said, hugging me tightly. “This thing is sold out, can you believe it?”

“Wait, really? A twelve-year-old movie with a sixty percent on Rotten Tomatoes?”

“Oh my god, why do you always bring up Rotten Tomatoes?” She laughed and linked her arm through mine. “Thank you for coming.”

“No, don’t thank me, this is our thing together.” I stayed linked with her as we walked into the theater, and took our seats in a reserved row. I’d expected a small, decaying, vintage setting, but the building had clearly recently been restored with a thoughtful touch—retro in a current way—and there were a few hundred seats filling up before our eyes. Our old costars Nikki and Veronica arrived, and I felt with a shock how lucky I felt to see them and be here in this noisy theater full mainly of other women.

The theater’s director of programming introduced herself to the audience at the front of the theater, and cheers erupted as soon as she said the film’s title. I couldn’t believe the way that felt, the earnest excitement for something I was part of so long ago, the warmth flooding my system as she spoke of the power of seeing female friendships onscreen.

“I’m sorry I called it a shitty movie,” I whispered to Aisha, who hugged her arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. “I don’t think it’s a shitty movie. I never did.”

“I know,” she whispered back. “We’re good.”

The credits rolled, and my face flushed as my name onscreen drew cheers and applause from the crowd. That enthusiasm at merely my name wasn’t a new experience, but it had never been about this before, a thing I’d been part of when I was still basically a kid and so much of my life was just beginning. To appreciate me, here, for this? It was like nothing I’d felt before.

Younger me appeared on the screen, and the applause continued as I stared at my twenty-two-year-old face. I looked like a baby, soft and rosy and new, someone I could barely remember being. It was hard to wrap my brain around this girl being the one I blamed, the one who’d run out like a coward, the one who’d broken Rebecca’s heart. She’d been so young and so scared.

I cheered loudly when Aisha’s character showed up. She’d been the opposite of my younger self, so confident in front of the camera from the start. It didn’t surprise me to see the strength and charisma in my old performance, knowing where it would take me, but it hadn’t been how I’d felt on set. The younger me had worried so much about messing something up or misunderstanding the director’s goals or literally missing her marks. Had she been in the moment at all? Still. There was really something special about that younger Tess onscreen. Even I could see that.

This time around, the relationship between my character and Veronica’s seemed even more coded, and from the knowing laughs in the audience, this was not a minority opinion. My younger self had taken the script so literally and so at face value, doing her best to please everyone around her, that even mere months after her very gay breakup she hadn’t noticed the very gay subtext to the character she was portraying. God, I loved that about her.

And then I thought about how she was me. And so, it hit me like a force of nature, was that goblin inside of me, fighting to come out. And Professional Actress Tess Gardner! I wasn’t Chrissy Jenkins with an alter ego. We were all one.

As the credits rolled, the theater’s team hauled out directors chairs for the Q&A, and I squeezed Aisha’s hand before she followed Nikki and Veronica to the front of the room. They took a seat next to the woman who’d introduced the film, and I thought about how different this was than what I’d expected. People were here to celebrate a movie about girls’ feelings and relationships in a space that felt carved out for everyone. What was I hiding from?

Me—the goblin, the younger self, the villain, the heart-breaker, the antihero, the bad guy, the person doing her very best in a life that was so much weirder than she’d ever intended—stood and, as a rumble of excitement sounded, walked up the aisle.

“So I’d like to get started with a question about—”

“Actually,” Aisha politely interrupted the moderator, beaming as I approached the panel, “I think Tess Gardner’s joining us too.”

I covered my face as the crowd kind of lost their minds, but recovered quickly—I was, after all, Professional Actress Tess Gardner—and thanked the staff member who rushed over a chair for me. I’d done a million panels in front of a million people at this point, but this one—while I was wearing jeans and an old sweater, no carefully diffused waves, barely any makeup—was the easiest one yet. I loved hearing what the other women’s experiences had been like—god, back then I’d been so self-focused I’d really had no idea—and even when the Q&A opened up to questions from the audience, I didn’t feel my guard go up. The room literally felt like a safe space.

“I have a question for Tess and Veronica,” a twenty-something person asked. “I used to watch this movie all the time as a kid, and my favorite part was always the friendship and really dramatic fight between your characters and how you made up. And then when I was sixteen, I was like, ohhhh, All Green Lights made me gay.”

The audience cracked up. So did I.

“Anyway, I’m just wondering if you two knew that people would see that plotline that way, and how you feel about it now, its legacy or whatever.”

Veronica and I glanced at each other. She nodded almost immediately, leaned forward to say something similar to what I’d thought earlier, how we’d taken the script at face value, hadn’t thought much past it, definitely hadn’t infused it with any intentional subtext. I smiled and nodded through everything she said, and I could feel how the room was ready for whatever question was next. If Erica were here, she couldn’t have been any happier for how that went.

“Actually,” I found myself saying into my mic, “I felt that way too, at the time. Watching it tonight, though, oh my god. It’s just so gay.”

The audience laughed even harder than before.

“I’m really proud of it,” I said. “I’m honestly really happy for you if this movie made you gay, it feels like such a nice and soft way for it to happen. And as a member of the LGBTQ+ community myself, anything with that kind of legacy feels extra special to me.”

A murmur rippled through the audience, as I surveyed the room. Three hundred-ish was my new number. About three hundred people knew, and I didn’t just feel OK.

I felt kind of amazing.

The Q&A wrapped up, Aisha got to make a great plug for Silverlochen and its future, and then I wasn’t even all the way out of my chair yet when she yanked me into the tightest hug of our entire friendship.

“I’m so proud of you,” she said, squeezing me somehow tighter still. “Oh my god.”

“I know,” I said, not letting go. “I didn’t plan it, I—I just didn’t want to keep the goblin in anymore, you know?”

“I don’t … know, but, sure.” She laughed and gestured to the crowd gathering. “I think you have to be Professional Actress Tess Gardner for a while.”

“I’m gonna just try to wing it as me and see how it goes,” I said. “I love you.”

She grabbed my face and kissed my cheek. “Love you too. Go talk to everyone you turned gay.”

The crowd was polite, but there were still a lot of them, and a lot of stories to hear from people the film had mattered to. I took so many selfies, signed some Blu-rays, accepted multiple friendship bracelets with beads spelling out Sam & Josie, almost cried at least half a dozen times. The rest of my career, I knew, wouldn’t be like this every day—or even, perhaps, ever again—but it was a good kickoff. This night was better than I ever dreamt this impossible thing could be.

When we finally walked out of the theater and back into the lobby, a small burst of applause sounded, and I shrieked when I realized that Hometown’s cast plus Kevin, Stephanie, and Hannah had come. I threw myself at them, hugging everyone, even Michael.

“We were thinking we could all go to Walt’s,” Kevin said, gesturing. “It’s just like three blocks down. Even people in LA can manage three blocks, right?”

“You know, the lack of public transportation in a city really tells you—”

“That’s very interesting, Michael, but let’s keep things moving.”

I almost screamed when I heard her voice, when she approached the group out of thin air. From the way everyone was watching me, the almost-scream might have been far from an almost. “Sorry, I didn’t see you.”

“Restroom,” Rebecca said. She was casual, like me in a sweater and jeans, though of course her version looked like fashion while mine was a lazy day off work. “Kevin, you’re in charge of getting everyone there. I’ll catch up.”

I watched our group practically march off before turning back to her. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Kevin invited me,” she said. “I’m so glad he did. Fuck, Gardner. That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

“It definitely deserves way more than sixty percent on Rotten Tomatoes,” I said, and she laughed and pulled me into a hug.

“That’s absolutely not what I meant. How are you feeling?”

“Um,” I said, and laughed as I stepped back from her. “Really good right now. Tomorrow might be another story, I don’t know. I don’t feel like thinking about that yet.”

“No, why should you?” She watched me, her gaze serious. “You’re amazing.”

I felt it, stronger than ever before, what could have been, the other lifetime, the everything we could have had together. And for the first time, I didn’t automatically blame myself. We really had been doomed. The brief flashes we’d found together, though, were more than most people got at all. Even if we were doomed, we were fortunate, too.

“Should we walk down?” she asked. “Or do you have people to see, schmoozing to do, et cetera?”

“I want to walk down, but I should check in with people first,” I said, turning to find Aisha and making eye contact with someone else instead. “Andy?”

He shrugged and walked over, glancing at Rebecca and then back to me. “Hey.”

“Don’t hey me,” I said. “I didn’t know you were coming. Wait, you didn’t know I was coming either. Why are you here?”

He shrugged again, glanced at apparently nothing behind me as if that weren’t a deeply suspicious way to have a conversation with someone. “I don’t know. It was a big deal to Aisha.”

“Why do you look nervous?” I asked, a zip of recognition shooting through me. “Oh my god. Do you like like Aisha?”

“Like like? Are we twelve?” He glanced away again, and I realized that Rebecca was still standing there.

“Andy?” Rebecca held her hand out to shake his. “God, I’m thrilled, I can’t believe I’m meeting Rosie’s uncle.”

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered, which made me crack up. “Sorry. I hold Tess accountable for that, obviously. Good to meet you.”

“This is Rebecca Frisch,” I introduced, as if he’d never Google-image-searched her or commented on her height. “Hometown’s director.”

“On a serious note,” Rebecca said, which I could tell made Andy tense up in the same way at the same time as it did me, “I’m genuinely so happy to meet you. The way Gardner has talked about you …”

“I hope you know to ignore most of it,” he said, which made Rebecca laugh.

“Only some of it, but of course. Are you two coming to the bar?”

“Go without us,” I said. “We’ll let Aisha finish up here and join everyone as soon as we can.”

“Sounds good,” she said, and hugged me again. “Congratulations, Gardner. You’re brave as hell.”

I tried not to think too much about how it felt to have her arms around me, and calmly waited with Andy while Aisha chatted with people as they donated money and bought adorable Silverlochen T-shirts. “So does Aisha know or not know?”

He sighed. “I haven’t said anything. Wanted to check in with you first.”

“Oh, it’s like I’m the dad in the American Gothic painting,” I said. “Me and my pitchfork protecting my best friend’s virtue.”

“Don’t,” he said.

“I’m kidding. You’re my two favorite people in the world and if you wanted to take her out and not use like five vapes during the course of the night, I feel like you would automatically get a second date.”

“You wouldn’t think it was weird?”

I rolled it around in my head, my brother and my best friend and the possibilities between them. “If I’m being completely honest, of course. But not in a way that should keep you from pursuing it. You’re both incredible and—Aisha deserves someone nice and upstanding like you. I’m honestly excited at the thought of how adorable it would be.”

“Cool your jets,” he said, which made me laugh. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

He sighed. “Really? I’m honest with you and you’re going to pretend nothing’s up with you and that director?”

“No,” I said. “I mean, yes. I mean—there was something. Back then, and more recently too. And now there’s not. It’s a doomed situation.”

“Uh-huh,” Andy said. “I’ll just say, that person did not react to meeting me like someone in a doomed situation would.”

“Oh, whatever,” I said. “You don’t know the logistics. Go help Aisha get all her stuff together so we can all go out and I can coincidentally leave you two at your own table while I hang out with the cast.”

Andy sighed again. “You’re gonna be exhausting about this, aren’t you?”

“You’re welcome.”

He patted my shoulder. From Andy, that was a full-on hug. “I’m really proud of you. Not for any of this, obviously. For the other.”

Tears pricked my eyes, and I didn’t want to cry in front of my brother, which made me imagine Aisha shouting You two need so much therapy. Maybe that was why, when I got home hours later, I sat up in bed with Rosie and my laptop and emailed my favorite of all my ex-therapists. Hi Mallory, I know it’s been awhile, but if your schedule allows, I’d love to get back on your calendar.




Chapter 26

Terminally Online

Erica called early the next morning, while Rosie and I were still sleeping. She said things about damage control and how allies were technically part of the LGBTQ+ community and she’d already prepared a statement, and so I fired her.

It was honestly one of the most satisfying things I’d ever done in bed.

Later, after a little more sleep, my gratitude practice, and my daily yoga, I texted my new industry acquaintances, and I was still on my way to the Jaffe when I took a call with a recommended publicist who was ready to jump on board. (I also hired Ari’s stylist, who was excited to handle the last-minute photoshoot I’d be slotting into my already-too-full day, even though she confessed she wished Ari wore joggers less often.)

After rehearsal—and after a frantic text exchange of scheduling—I sat in my parked car instead of heading home, and tapped through to a Zoom with all three of my brothers. It was two hours later in Illinois, but Rob and Dave didn’t look annoyed about the relative lateness of the call. Andy was always a little annoyed, so he didn’t count.

“Thanks for being flexible,” I said, after demanding reports of how my nieces and nephew were doing. “The reason it was important for me to talk to all of you tonight is that there’s going to be an article in The Hollywood Reporter tomorrow that I wanted you to know about in advance.”

“Pretty sure the only way I’ll know anything in The Hollywood Reporter is if you tell me in advance,” Rob said.

“No,” I said. “I mean, ha ha, I know, you two get to flex your non-Hollywood life, congrats, but you’ll hear about this one. So I wanted you to hear it from me first and not the internet, which is that I’m gay.”

They were both so silent and still that I hoped that something or someone was buffering.

“Sorry,” Dave said. “I didn’t say anything but Jake saw something on TikTok about that earlier and showed me.”

“Brianna too,” Rob said. “She also said to tell you she was pansexual, which was news to me, but OK.”

“Oh my god,” I said, laughing. “Why did I forget your kids are all terminally online and would hear already? Sorry, I’m not very good at any of this.”

“You’re good enough,” Andy said, which made me choke up.

“Emma and Jake want to know when you’re visiting next,” Dave said.

“Yes! Maybe after the play closes. I have a little time before anything kicks into gear for Vindicators 4. I’ll try to drag Andy, but he does have a real job.”

Andy shrugged. “I’m probably draggable.”

A thought tugged at me, and I tried to let it go before remembering that maybe it wouldn’t hurt to say a few more things, both to myself and aloud. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything to any of you sooner. The way Mom and Dad were—”

“You don’t owe anyone an apology,” Andy said, in maybe the sharpest tone I’d ever heard from him. “And I’m sorry if it came across that way—I just felt like an asshole that I could have been there for you and wasn’t.”

“Yeah,” Rob said. “You good? I saw your speeding thing, but it wasn’t a DUI so I figured you’re fine. Who hasn’t hit one hundred sometimes?”

“Tell me about it,” I said, and Andy was back to rolling his eyes. “I’m good, yeah.”

“If Mom and Dad made you feel …” Dave faded out, and shook his head. “Sorry. They were from another generation, not that it made it OK. Emma and Jake could tell me just about anything and what would it matter? They’re good kids. I don’t want to think about their love lives but not because of—Jesus, you should see this guy Emma took to homecoming. I’d prefer a nice girl. Anyway. I’m not saying this well.”

“You’re saying it great,” I said. “And thank you. Your kids are so lucky to have you as a dad. You too, Rob.”

Andy, Dave, and Rob caught each other up on the particulars of all of their various landscaping business items, and I told them about the play. We booked a time for our next Zoom, though Andy begged me Please stop saying booked, this is a family call and not an industry meeting, and I even looked at my calendar and suggested a potential week I could visit. Going home had never sounded so good.

The article was timed to post exactly as rehearsal started, but even with my growing comfort in just saying things, I stared at my phone instead of telling anyone in the room what was about to happen.

It was more like ten-oh-one when I hit refresh and saw my name and my face, one of the longest minutes of my life. “Tess Gardner Opens Up about Her Identity and Sexism in Hollywood.” For the photos, I’d worn my glossy black leather jacket over a T-shirt and jeans, the gold loafers. I didn’t beam like an ingenue, like Princess Platinum after saving the world. I looked badass, I thought, maybe even a little hot-not-pretty. My new stylist had approved the look, and in all ways, for the first time, I was finally my complete self in front of everyone.


On Monday night, after a sold-out screening of Vindicators’ Tess Gardner’s first film, All Green Lights, at Vidiots in Los Angeles, the four leads reminisced about their time making the film. When an audience member asked about the enduring queer legacy of the movie, Gardner answered warmly and candidly about what it meant to her as a member of the LGBTQ+ community, the statement marking the first time she’s talked about her sexuality publicly.

“The truth is that being gay wasn’t something I only hid publicly,” Gardner says. “I spent a lot of my life hiding from myself. I know that things are different now—better! Back then, I didn’t see women who looked like me and were out. It wasn’t modeled to me by anyone in my world either, so of course it never occurred to me as this future I could have. So if one queer kid in the Midwest where I’m from hears this from me and feels less alone and more hopeful, that’ll mean the world to me. I definitely didn’t roll into the screening expecting to come out—I wasn’t even planning on doing the Q&A! But after all this time being terrified of what people would think, I think deep-down I knew that it was finally the right time.”

Gardner seems hyperaware of the public’s perception. “It sounds silly to say I hope everyone has an easier time than I do, I know. I live a very privileged life! But feeling so much shame and fear about who I was took a toll—I blew up something very special, hurt someone who deserved better. If the world hadn’t made me feel like I had something to hide, I know that things could have been different.”



I’d only meant to address coming out, to put the word gay somewhere public and on the record. But it had been hard to leave it at that; it turned out that now that I had a publicist who wasn’t constantly gesturing at me to wrap it up, I in no way did.


“I know that people of all genders have to deal with residual homophobia in the industry as well as society, but I’m frustrated too at how we’re still dealing with such different expectations for men than the rest of us.” Gardner, as the only female lead in Vindicators, has felt her share of these different expectations in Hollywood. “I feel like, on press tours, the boys get to have so much fun while I’m worried about smiling enough and being a good role model. Seeming nice. I love talking about my costume and styling—the Vindicators design team is an incredible group of artistic geniuses—but I also want to talk about stunts and weight-lifting. They get to be the Timex Bros and I’m just the girl.”

Gardner shrugs at this. In her mid-thirties, she’s maintained a girlish, youthful image that mirrors that of Princess Platinum’s. “I like being the girl! It’s just that there’s a certain image expected of me. Nice, good, polite, demure, America’s Girl Next Door. I don’t know why the girl next door can’t be nice and gay and strong and occasionally a little messy.”

Still, Gardner lights up every time Vindicators 4 comes up in conversation. “I’m excited to get back into my suit and blow up some bad guys. At the end of the day I know I have the best job in the world—no offense to doctors and teachers and everyone doing real work out there—and closing out the series will be a blast. Possibly literally! I’m really thrilled I get to do it as myself.”



Michael cleared his throat loudly, and I realized I’d been staring at my phone and not getting into places with the rest of the cast.

“Sorry,” I said, holding up my phone as it buzzed. Once, twice, three times, more. “I just—”

My phone continued to buzz. Previews of texts flashed on the screen. Message from Aisha Ward: I AM SO PROUD OF YOU!!!! Message from Max Van Doren: You’re my hero! Cheers to being nice and also gay! Message from Andy Gardner: Well done. Message from Ari Fox: Hell YEAH these are some sapphic superpowers

“Gardner?” Rebecca asked. “Everything OK?”

Kevin nudged Rebecca, holding out his phone, and glanced my way. “Three people already texted me because they knew you were in the show.”

“OK,” Rebecca said in her smooth voice, “let’s take ten.”

I hurried toward my dressing room, but the entire cast caught up with me, staring at their own phones as they followed.

“If you need space, sweetie, we’ll give you space,” Kathleen said, which made me laugh.

“There’s nothing that would lead me to believe that’s true,” I said. “I might just need to stare at my phone for these remaining nine minutes, though I don’t care if you’re all here while I do.”

“I don’t know what the big deal is,” Michael said in his most sarcastic tone. “You’ve always seemed pretty gay to me, Tess.”

I laughed and elbowed him. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Wait.” His eyebrows furrowed. “You know that I’m kidding. I’m an ally.”

“Oh my god,” Ashlee murmured, shaking her head.

Then we were all laughing—me, practically until I cried. My phone kept buzzing. Anyone who had my number, it seemed, wanted to congratulate me. Nearly everyone from the dinner parties I hated had messaged, and I wondered if maybe I would like going now. I was more than willing to find out. My costar from The Only One suggested dinner, and I could feel with certainty that it was a date, and even though I was way too heartbroken to pursue something anytime soon—well, I liked realizing that I wouldn’t always be. Maybe not with her, but there’d be someone, someday. Rosie and I wouldn’t have to Grey Gardens it after all.

Message from Rebecca Frisch: Iconic. My goddamn hero.

The cast and Kevin took me out for drinks after rehearsal, and I tried to stay there in the moment with them instead of staring at my phone. I’d been right that the news traveled fast and wide. Unsurprisingly, people were ready to call me ungrateful and privileged, as much as I’d tried to acknowledge that myself, and some pundits on the right seemed eager to bemoan Princess Platinum’s ability to be a role model now. Even with all the filters my team had added to my social media accounts, it was impossible to miss some mild disappointment ranging up to full-on slurs. Mostly, though, people seemed excited at the news. People were warm.

I wasn’t naïve enough to think that everything in my life would have gone easier if only I’d come out last week, last year, before I signed the contract for All Green Lights. I wasn’t even naïve enough to think everything moving forward would be smooth sailing. And even if everything would have been better—I didn’t have a time machine! I had right now, and maybe right now was exactly when it was supposed to happen anyway.

Even after a semi-late night, I got up early the next morning because Mallory had been willing to clear an hour in her schedule for me. It had been a few years since I’d seen her, and though I’d fired her more quickly than any of the other therapists, I found myself eager to chat as the virtual visit screen loaded.

“Hi there, Tess,” she greeted me. Therapists definitely didn’t have rules like assistants and waiters did; I loved that she looked at me straight on, even through the computer screen. “It’s nice to see you.”

“You too,” I said, as Rosie jumped into my lap, and we both laughed. “Rosie says so too, I think.”

I was grateful for Rosie’s intrusion, glad to have a moment before—honestly, I had no idea how this would go. If I weren’t famous, I could take my time to catch her up on my life, at my own speed. I’d know exactly what she already knew about me—nothing. But here we were, and I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to act.

“Well,” Mallory said, “I should let you know that I read your interview this week.”

“Oh my god, thank you for saying so, I thought I’d have to pretend I was telling you like it was all news,” I said, and she laughed.

“No! I promise I wouldn’t have made you do that. This is a real conversation between two people, and I’ll be honest with you about anything I’ve seen in the news. I’m curious if this is what made you come back to therapy or if it was something else, if that’s something you’re comfortable getting into.”

I nodded, focusing on scratching behind Rosie’s ears. “Yeah, this was it. I think I’d shut down a lot of—it’s so weird to say it. But I think I’d shut down who I was, and maybe a deeper connection with my actual body, which sounds nuts—”

“Your body and emotions are often incredibly connected,” Mallory said in an assuring tone. “It definitely doesn’t sound nuts—which, also, not a word I love using!”

“Sorry, no, but you know what I mean,” I said, and she nodded, as if encouraging me to go on. “When I’d seen you before—I don’t think I was consciously like, oh no, if she asks me too many questions I’ll have to talk about being gay …”

“I’m glad it sounds like you’re ready to talk about it now,” she said. “How do you feel about coming out so publicly this week?”

I buried my face in Rosie’s soft fur. “Really good, actually. Obviously, it’s complicated, or I wouldn’t be about to cry on Rosie, but that’s probably mainly because I hate talking about feelings and, here I am.”

“Here you are,” she said, kindly. “I promise we can go as slow as you need talking about feelings.”

“Thank god,” I said, and laughed, which made Rosie bark. “OK, I don’t know what to say now, so maybe you should just keep asking me questions.”

Mallory smiled, through the screen, right at me. “I’m happy to.”

Verne stopped me when I walked into the theatre. “Tess, do you have a minute?”

“For you, yes,” I said, even though I didn’t necessarily feel like my face was in top content mode. I loved that I wasn’t afraid to stay out late now, didn’t mind having a drink and getting a little messy with people I trusted, never checked blind items in fear something would come out. That said, mornings came faster these days, and all the crying I’d just done in therapy on top of that? “What content can I provide you with?”

“No, I just wanted to say something.” Verne tucked their phones into their pockets. “Coming out the way you did was really rad and I can’t believe I know you and get to say that. To your face. I know we almost always have an artificial wall of two cameras and the internet between us, but what you said in that article reached through all that. I was genuinely, authentically moved.”

“I’m glad you know me and get to say it to my face.” I grinned and did my best not to burst into tears. “Thank you, Verne. It’s been really good knowing you’ve been around.”

“Thanks,” they said, getting their phones back out. “To be honest I do also need some content.”

We only had a short break after rehearsal and before our first almost-public performance, the invited friends and family dress rehearsal. After eating dinner in my dressing room with Kathleen and Ashlee, I got into costume, begged them to OK my stage makeup, and was in place on time.

Rebecca joined us as we gathered, and even though the cast was very much our own thing, I could feel how we still all turned toward her, needing her in this moment and for what was about to happen.

“I’m so excited,” she said, “to sit out there with a real audience and watch this show. At this point every single one of you knows exactly what you’re doing, and I can’t wait to experience it. Tomorrow we’ll chat—how it felt for me, how it feels for you. Tonight, though, I just want you all to go out and kill it like you’ve been killing it.”

She, I could tell, made a point of looking right at each one of us, though I looked away quickly. I could deeply treasure what we’d had and still not want to get lost in those golden brown eyes.

“We had quite a unique situation,” she continued, and I snapped to attention, until I realized she obviously meant Geoffrey Gordan’s resignation and not our doomed affair. “Though to be honest, at this point it’s hard for me to remember that I didn’t actually cast all of you. It’s been a privilege. So please show the world—your friends and family tonight, the world comes tomorrow—and I’ll see you all after.”

The audience applauded as the curtain rose, as I appeared on the stage. I could sense what that would have felt like before, when I’d been so scared to be seen as Princess Platinum and not the serious actor who was desperate to prove she could still do this. But it wasn’t before anymore, and it struck me how lucky I was to get that kind of reception, just for being there. Just for being me.

Performing was different with an audience, even a warm one assembled purely from people who already knew us and wanted to be there. With a production, you could think you knew what it was, but until you added the audience you didn’t truly know—which was thrilling and of course terrifying in equal turns. Jokes that had earned nothing but mild smiles somehow killed, while moments we’d found riveting met more silence than expected. You just couldn’t know until you were out there in the dark with them.

Overall, though, those silent moments were rare. The energy felt suspended between the stage and the house, supported by the people watching us. This, I’d think in all of my spare moments where it was even possible to think of anything that wasn’t being Casey on this stage in this theatre, was exactly why I was there. In a film, even though we were the giant faces onscreen, as actors we had almost no control. I could take or not take a note from the director, and I could make a choice about what to do with a performance, and that was about it. I couldn’t control how it was seen. On the stage, we were literally on the proscenium inviting the audience to come with us in this world. It was real, and it was immediate. The story I was telling was the one I wanted to tell.

After the curtain call, Rebecca congratulated all of us and sent us on our ways so we could change and rush out to the courtyard, where it felt like the entire audience was waiting for us. Since most of my invitations had been for opening night, I only asked Andy and Aisha to also see the show again, a week sooner. I’d also strongly suggested they hit up dinner beforehand by pretending I’d gotten a gift card from Sylvie’s I wouldn’t get a chance to use otherwise, though obviously I’d bought it myself, jotted a fake expiration date on it, and dumped it on Andy.

I found them in the courtyard and tried to gauge the vibes between them. It wasn’t possible, though, because the second Aisha spotted me she shoved a bouquet of roses into my arms and pulled me into a hug.

“You were amazing.” She kissed my cheek. “Tess! I had no idea you were holding the entire show together. You’re in almost the entire thing.”

“No one sitting near us knew who we are,” Andy said, “obviously. Anyway, this whole time, everyone’s all, Tess Gardner is actually so talented.”

“Though we already knew that,” Aisha said. “How do you feel?”

“I feel good,” I said, nodding. “I know there’s still some work to do—probably a ton tomorrow before the first preview—but I’m really proud.”

I waited for something else to hit me, but it felt uncomplicated. And it still did the next night, a sold-out theatre for the first preview. That morning Stephanie had shown up with some light script changes and Rebecca had a small pile of notes, so I’d worried that the old version would step on the new one. We got through it, though. Theatre crowds always gave standing ovations these days, but I still marveled at it, that energy coming right back to us.

It shocked me, really. I’d spent so much of my life running away from finding out who I was or what I wanted. And still somehow I’d found my way to the right place at the exact right time.

We had a weekday morning off after the first preview with nowhere to be for hours. I’d toyed with the idea of sleeping in, taking Rosie to the dog park, eating lunch in my backyard. Instead, I called a meeting.

At Exemplar Talent Agency, in that sleek spaceship of a building, I walked in like I had nothing to lose, dressed in the exact outfit Rebecca had once put together for me, minus the thin gold chain I could still feel like a phantom kiss at my neck.

“Thanks, everyone, for meeting,” I said from my seat at the head of the table, looking at the team I’d assembled. They were kind of like the Vindicators, with a less important mission than saving the world. “I’m genuinely thrilled to work with all of you, but I am looking for some changes moving forward. So let’s discuss.”

“First of all,” Riley said, “I’d like to extend an apology, Tess. I had no idea that—if you felt any pressure from any of us that you couldn’t be open about your identity …”

I shook my head. “If I felt pressure from anyone on my team about that, they’re no longer on my team. And I don’t blame anyone in this room for huge societal issues, I promise.”

“Still,” Max said. “I feel like we all let you down.”

“Yes,” Joyce said, slowly. “Please remember that we are your team. We’re here as your advocates.”

“Respectfully,” I said, smiling to show that I was still nice, “sometimes it feels like you’re more Pantheon’s advocates. I signed for 4, so we can put that to bed. I’m ready to talk about what comes after.”

“Of course,” Joyce said. “All of the projects we’ve discussed so far—”

“Let’s forget about all of those projects for now,” I said. “My biggest goal is getting Hometown to Broadway with me attached. That’s why I asked Lauren to be here today.”

Joyce, Riley, and Max looked around as if they’d just realized their weaker theatrical counterpart was there as well.

“I’m not interested in doing a new production a few years down the road with Geoffrey Gordan,” I said. “Or sooner! So it would be easiest if it was a transfer of this production, with as much of the creative team intact as possible. And as long as it times out with Vindicators 4’s filming and press schedule, I don’t care when it is. My only demand is pet-friendly housing in New York so Rosie can come with me. If the team wants me, I want to stay with the show. If you can use me as a push to make the transfer happen in the first place, please do.”

No one but Lauren and my new publicist looked happy about that, but no one pushed back, either.

“Next, Max and I have been discussing producing something ourselves along with Ari Fox,” I said. “So that’ll be another nonnegotiable in my upcoming slate.”

“Timing’s very up in the air on that project,” Max said. “We’ll plan it around 4 and the potential Broadway production of Hometown.”

“All right,” Joyce said, with what I knew she thought was a subtle side-eye at Max. “Can we assume that an Oscar is still your big-picture goal?”

“No,” I said. “Well—not no, just … I want to have fun. Vindicators 4 is enough money for the rest of my life, really. I’m ready to do things I’m excited about, even if it’s not going to make me richer or get me an award. I don’t want to keep fighting about all of that with everyone here. And I think that’s all I have to say. Will I see you all opening night of Hometown?”

Max texted me after the meeting, before I’d even gotten into my car. Everyone is terrified of you now and I am living for it!!!!

I cracked up as the valet swung my Porsche around, tapping out a reply as I handed him a tip and got into my car. Yeah, at least Joyce is terrified of you too. I am trying desperately not to ask you if I came off as too much of a bitch.

Max ran into the parking garage as I buckled my seat belt, and I rolled down the window.

“I hoped I could catch you. Anyway, no. You’re a fucking boss. Own it.”

I grinned at her. “I’m going to try.”




Chapter 27

Half-Dressed Hard Launch

After a week of previews, opening night arrived. My dressing room was so full of flowers—arrangements in competing sizes from the members of my team, so large that some looked funereal—that I used it as the latest in a string of excuses for getting ready with Kathleen and Ashlee. Plus my styling team would be setting up soon; I’d offered to share hair and makeup for the opening night party so no one had to wear their stage makeup on the red carpet later.

The standing ovation during the curtain call was our longest yet. I knew that it was opening night, that people were excited, that in the scheme of things it meant relatively little. But also it felt like a dream come true, tangible proof that I’d done the thing I wanted, a celebration of something I’d built alongside other people.

A knock sounded on my dressing room door only moments after I’d pulled it shut. I assumed Kathleen and Ashlee were ready to join me, but when I threw open the door, a theatre employee stood, waiting. In his arms was a small bouquet of roses in muted hues, tasteful and stylish and familiar—oh my god.

“Who are those from?” I demanded, as if he would know. Also as if I was a much ruder person than I was. “Sorry, I—”

“I was instructed to wait until after the show to give you these,” he said, handing them to me. “Have a good night, Ms. Gardner.”

He hurried off as Kathleen and Ashlee arrived.

“What a twist,” Kathleen said. “More flowers.”

“You didn’t hear that?” Ashlee asked. “He was instructed? Something’s up. Open the card.”

“You’re so demanding,” I said, but as I searched for it, my fingers closed around something larger. A full-size envelope, my name handwritten on it. Inside, a sheet of pale pink stationery, luxe and almost silky to the touch.


Gardner,

Watching you these past weeks has been a thrill—that brave and badass person I’ve always known you to be finally getting your chance to make that known to the world. I am awestruck by you.

I haven’t found it particularly helpful to live with many regrets. Right now, though, I’m sick with remorse that I didn’t spend every spare moment telling you exactly what you meant to me. I should have been clearer about just how seen I feel by you. I can’t believe I didn’t make sure you understood that I would figure out whatever it took for us to be together, if that’s what you wanted. To be clear, it’s what I wanted. What I still want. Not someone tethered down. Not someone to slot into my life. Someone doing what she loves wherever that takes her. Not “someone” at all—literally I want you.

The logistics are all shit, I know. But I don’t care because nothing else feels like being with you. Which, genuinely, Gardner, is annoying! I spent years working toward the goal of getting over you, and then you showed up again and I was a hopeless cause. A lot of people are hot, funny, caring, brave. You, though: the hottest, the funniest, the most caring, the bravest.

These are all things I should have said before, but I’m saying them now.

I love you—

Rebecca



“Oh my god,” I said, dropping everything on the floor. “I have to go.”

“Your something,” Ashlee said, practically bouncing up and down. “What did she say?”

“I need to find her,” I said, dashing toward the door, unsuccessfully, and realizing that Kathleen had grabbed my sleeve and was holding me in place.

“She’s not going anywhere, darlin’,” she said, kindly. “You know that. So why don’t you finish getting ready and—”

“Sorry.” I pulled harder and wrested control of my sleeve. “I can’t waste time getting ready when I need to tell her—”

“Yes! Go!” Ashlee cheered as I raced out of my dressing room. (From down the hallway I heard a faint shriek: “Wait, something is Rebecca?”)

I didn’t find her backstage, and a brief jaunt to the bowels of the building—the rehearsal space and lounge and Leroy and Gertie’s office—was equally unsuccessful. She’d been backstage earlier, of course, sending us into our opening night performance with encouraging words, so I knew that she was wearing a jaw-dropping heart-stopping fuchsia suit. If I popped out the side door, surely I’d be able to spot her quickly and call her to me.

I was halfway right; Rebecca was straight ahead, unmissable across the plaza in her head-to-toe hot pink. She was also already standing on the red carpet set up outside of the opening night party at Sylvie’s. Soon she’d be inside and I’d still be standing like a fool with her head sticking out of a lobby door, and it wasn’t that I decided to. I just ran.

“Rebecca,” I called as I approached, and it worked. She noticed me immediately.

So did everyone else on the red carpet—talent, publicists, photographers, several baffled-looking security guards. It only took a half second for them to realize it was me, and me only a half second longer to think about the fact that I was wearing only my robe.

OK, Kathleen might have had a point.

“Gardner,” Rebecca said with a laugh, ducking under the velvet rope and cutting me off at the pass. “I thought I explicitly told you never to wear this robe to the theatre.”

I laughed so hard tears filled my eyes. “I should have told you too. I love you so much.”

“I love you so much,” she echoed, looking straight into my eyes. “No one’s ever made me feel so taken care of. No one ever even sees that I need it! And I’m sorry I’m so bad at saying things or I would have told you already.”

“I’m really bad at it too,” I said. “But I’ll get better. I’ll make it work.”

“I know you will,” she said, nodding. “You’re Princess Platinum, for god’s sake.”

“Wait until you hear about my non-canon sapphic superpowers,” I said, and she cracked up.

“Pretty sure I’m already familiar with those.” She grinned and shook her head. “You’re much more famous than I am, so you must be aware that right now we’re being photographed by at least a dozen outlets. Plus everyone whose phone is out.”

“So we should give them something good, is what you’re saying?” I asked. “The show’s open so we’re OK that everyone knows, right?”

Rebecca stared at me for a moment like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, before she grinned again. “Yeah, Gardner, of course. I just never thought …”

“Me either.” I glanced around at the people watching us, laughed some more. Somehow all at once I felt how it was one of the biggest moments of my life, and also I could have stood there and laughed with Rebecca all night. “You sure you want to blow up your thoughtfully crafted professional image?”

Rebecca laughed. “Stop. I can’t think of anything I want more for my image than for everyone to know how I feel about you.”

My heart pounded and my head spun. I could have burst into messy grateful tears—every cliché in the book—and I didn’t want to wait any longer. I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around her shoulders. “Me barefoot and you in heels is a real combo.”

“No, it’s perfect.” She grabbed me around the waist, pulled me closer, and leaned over to kiss me like it was D-Day and we’d just won the war. It would have been nice to say that time stopped and the earth stopped spinning, but the gathered crowd actually applauded, and we broke apart, laughing.

“I feel like I’ll be babysitting your red carpet fashion for the rest of my life,” Rebecca said, tugging at my robe. “Though I’m glad you’re exploring new looks.”

“I guess I should change,” I said, liking the sound of for the rest of my life. “I don’t want to leave you, though.”

“So don’t,” she said, and we walked back to my dressing room, hand-in-hand. Kathleen and Ashlee utilized their acting skills to act nonchalant about Rebecca’s appearance, though I wasn’t so good at it. It was too impossible, too perfect, too happily-ever-after. How was she real? How was she mine?

We walked back to the red carpet once I was ready in my black ruffled organza dress and heels. If I’d planned it, there would have been a strategy to announce a new relationship, a soft launch on social media with Rebecca in the background of a photo of Rosie, a cute selfie of the two of us a week or two later. My new publicist was probably already annoyed with me, but how could I care?

(Everyone was nice enough to pretend these were the photos they’d run tomorrow, even though I was well-aware I was likely already all over the internet kissing my girlfriend while wearing a robe.)

Inside the party, I still didn’t want to let go, so I dragged Rebecca all over: to talk to my team, to say hi to Andy and Aisha, to greet Ari Fox and her wife. My whole life spent hiding, and I couldn’t have been readier to share this with the world.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Kevin said to Rebecca, squeezing through the crowd, and turning to me. “You too, actually. Wait.”

He stared at us for more than a long moment.

“God, finally,” he said. “But this is more urgent. You won’t believe who’s here.”

“I heard it’s one of the Vindicators,” Rebecca said. “Sorry, no offense, Gardner, not you.”

“Who cares, no,” Kevin said, scanning the crowd. “Oh my god. There they are.”

We looked in the direction he was staring. At first, it was nothing out of the ordinary. A couple of teenagers hanging out near their parents.

Rebecca gasped. “It’s Gertie and Leroy!”

“Oh my god, they’re all grown up,” I said, clutching Kevin’s arm. “Did you say hi?”

“Yeah, that’s what I did. Hi, kids, I’m the stage manager and I’ve been staring at your photo for the last six weeks.”

“Kevin, there are several less creepy ways to phrase that,” Rebecca said with a laugh. “I should go find Neil. And smile ingratiatingly at Patrick Miles.”

Rebecca started to step away, so I kissed her goodbye. “Gardner,” she said, and laughed again. “I’ll be ten feet away.”

I watched her go before making my way through the room, but I only made it literal steps when I was all but tackled by Ashlee.

“Oh my god.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe you.”

“Sorry,” I said, and she burst into laughter.

“Why are you apologizing?” she asked, her eyes wide. “It was a good secret. I’m impressed.”

“I never thought I’d get to talk about it,” I said, glancing across the room at Rebecca, who was nodding politely while Patrick Russell Miles talked. “It was nice getting to say some of it to you, even if it wasn’t everything.”

“It actually helped,” Ashlee said, “a lot. Hearing from you and from Kathleen, I don’t know. I probably would have tolerated that indie film boy for a lot longer.”

“So it’s officially over?”

“Officially completely over that very good-looking loser, yes,” she said, and we laughed. “I deserve someone who can at least text during business hours. And send flowers occasionally. And make me want to describe them to third parties as nice, which should be a pathetically low bar to clear but …”

I hugged her again, tightly. “Sorry if I’m being … a lot. I’m just so happy you’re figuring things out way before I ever did.”

“No, do not apologize.” She stepped back from me. “The only thing I’m vaguely uncomfortable about is the knowledge that our director’s good in bed.”

Kathleen walked up to us, her eyebrows raised. “What a great time to introduce you both to my daughter.”

I squealed when I realized Leigh was right behind Kathleen, wearing a floral dress with boots and a leather jacket. With her pastel pink hair, it was an adorably pretty and tough combo. “I’m so excited to meet you in real life and not just FaceTime.”

“You too,” Leigh said. “Is it weird if I hug you?”

“Not weird at all,” I said, laughing as she threw her arms around me. “I’m so happy you’re here. Your mom’s amazing in the show, right?”

“Yeah, she’s fine,” she said, which made the rest of us shriek with laughter.

“So here’s the thing about really competent people,” Kathleen said. “They tend to know what they’re doing in the sack. So I wasn’t surprised to hear it.”

“Mom,” Leigh said in a horrified tone.

“Darlin’, it’s a good tip that’ll serve you well,” Kathleen said, though Leigh’s face was still set to disgust. “One day you’ll thank me.”

Henry joined our circle and shot me a glare.

“What?” I asked in my most innocent voice, though I laughed immediately.

“You know how scared I am of her,” he said in a serious tone. “What did you two say about me? When you were alone?”

Another laugh burst out of me. “You didn’t really come up. When we were alone.”

He sighed, as Kathleen and Ashlee cracked up. “Somehow that’s even worse.”

The rumors were right that another Vindicator was there; Raúl found me a few minutes later and presented me with a square box.

“It’s from all of us,” he said, hugging me. “God, that was a performance. Congratulations.”

“Thank you so much.” I unwrapped the box and gasped. A gold-tone watch sparkled, bright with orange and pink highlights. “Wait, is it happening?”

He laughed, moving in to fasten it around my wrist. “It’s happening. Tess Gardner, you are officially one of the Timex Bros.”

“Oh my god, I can’t believe I wanted an Oscar when I should have been wishing for this the whole time,” I said, throwing my arms around him. “I’m sorry if it’s weird I talked about it to THR.”

“No,” he said. “Well, yeah, next time talk to us. But if we made you feel like you couldn’t—that’s not on you. Or THR. So where’s the girlfriend?”

“You heard?” I asked.

“Yeah, Tess, you flew outside half-dressed and yanked a woman off of the red carpet,” he said. “Everyone heard.”

Michael made his way over, and I gestured to him. “Michael, this is Raúl. Raúl, this is Michael. He hates the Vindicators.”

“Tess,” Michael said with a heavy sigh while Raúl and I laughed, and luckily Raúl got pulled away before things could actually become awkward.

“A lot of breaking news coming from you lately,” Michael said, elbowing me. “I thought we were friends.”

“To be honest, it’s weird you thought that,” I said, and he laughed.

“You look for the review?” he asked.

“It’s not midnight,” I said, and he gave me a look.

“What is this, Tavern on the Green in 1988, everyone desperately waiting for newspapers to literally roll off the presses?”

“That’s … very specific,” I said. “Can I tell you something? I kind of forgot about reviews tonight.”

“I’m proud,” he said. “LA Times’ is up, though. You can do things for the love of the work and still check your reviews, you know.”

Rebecca walked up to us, holding out her phone and beaming. “Gardner! It’s a rave for you.”

“For you too,” Michael said to her, as their words hit me. “Well-deserved.”

“And you,” Rebecca said to him, slipping her arm around my waist.

“Eh,” he said. “LA critics are a lot kinder than New York. In a season or two we’ll find out, I guess.”

“Oh,” I said, trying my hand at Rebecca’s smooth tone, “do you think they’ll ask you to stay on, Michael?”

Rebecca cracked up and Michael pretended he was doing the same. I took Rebecca’s phone from her as Michael got pulled away by someone else. It was startling to hold an object that had once been filled with so much fearful mystery. Now it was just a phone. (A phone buzzing continuously with messages, but a phone nonetheless.)


Rebecca Frisch, who received a Tony nomination for last season’s Broadway revival of Arcadia, stages the play with a nuanced sharpness that eschews sentimentality and too-pat emotional arcs. Frisch was a last-minute replacement once Geoffrey Gordan resigned from the play due to a series of sexual misconduct accusations, but her work here, as in her previous productions, has an easy confidence to it, from the claustrophobic staging within Theo Patel’s wittily cramped apartment set design, to the balance of the sly humor against the darker themes of abuse and trauma in Hoff’s script, making it difficult to imagine Hometown in another’s hands.

Gardner, best known for her role as Princess Platinum in Pantheon’s Vindicators series, may surprise audiences with her thoughtful and fearless performance. She’s adept at filling Casey with the strength, frustration, immaturity, and vulnerability the role demands. Onstage for nearly the entire two acts, Gardner’s capable command of the script and story provide a solid center to the show, which could veer melodramatic or too glib in the wrong hands.



I’d had it all planned out, Geoffrey Gordan and the play and my brilliant performance that would make everyone say “Princess who?” Back then I would have hated this review, rolled my eyes at best known for and felt attacked by the amount of surprise in the critic’s tone. But who cared? These days I was thrilled to surprise people.

“Why are you laughing?” Rebecca asked me.

I held up her phone. “Your group chat is going off.”

“Oh, fuck,” she said, snatching her phone from me, but definitely not soon enough to keep me from seeing REBECCA ARE YOU FUCKING PRINCESS PLATINUM. “I apologize for anything you may have seen, and I promise they’ll all be on their best behavior when you meet them.”

“In New York?” I asked.

“Well, yeah, you’ll have to come visit me,” she said. “And they’re very demanding, as you may have already noticed.”

I grinned. “I can’t wait to put my foot in a cake.”

“Not that I’m in any hurry,” she said, smiling. “I like it out here. At some point I’ll need to take some meetings, but I thought I might hang out in LA awhile longer.”

“Like on your ex-wife’s futon?” I asked, as Rebecca grabbed two glasses of champagne off a passing server’s tray.

“I was hoping with you, though I know you’ll need to check with Rosie first.” She clinked her glass against mine. “To Gertie and Leroy.”

“To terrible futons.”

“To you.”

I leaned in to kiss her. “To us.”

We bailed early on the party, and I drove out of downtown with Rebecca’s head on my shoulder and her hand on my thigh.

“There’s something else I should have told you,” she said as I drove. “I feel like I haven’t made it clear that I think your car is very sexy.”

“Even the green?” I asked, and she laughed.

“Especially the green! I love how you couldn’t fully give in and be whoever the industry wanted you to be. I love that you went out and got yourself the fastest, greenest car they made.”

I knew that it was silly that something about my car could get me choked up, but I’d never actually expected to be loved for exactly who I was. Green goblin car and all.

I parked my very conspicuous car behind Johnny’s, and we walked in through the front door. We probably would have gotten stares no matter who we were, because I was in a ruffly black cocktail dress and Rebecca was in that fuchsia suit. Still. We really got stares. Max’s girlfriend spotted us (again, who didn’t) and sent over a couple of drinks, and when we finished them, a couple more drinks arrived, courtesy of Rosie’s groomer, who was apparently there with her girlfriend as well. Once we’d finished the second round, I pulled Rebecca out to the patio before any more cocktails could arrive.

“I didn’t want to wait any longer to dance with you,” I told her. Since it was late, it was crowded, bodies moving to the DJ’s beat, and it was easy to get swept up in it, my arms wrapped around Rebecca, her hands on my hips keeping me right up against her as we moved.

We only made it through a few songs before I whispered suggestions of what else we could do that night, and soon we were at my home, in my bed, like we were the only two people in the entire universe. Afterward we realized that neither of us had eaten all night, and Rebecca dashed around my kitchen wearing one of my T-shirts as I sat at the counter and answered questions about where things were in the fridge and cabinets.

“Wait,” I said, realizing what was happening. “Are you making me the best grilled cheese I’ve ever had?”

She beamed at me over her shoulder. “That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

I gave in to curiosity and scrolled my phone while she cooked. As I’d expected, there were zero photos of me in black organza posed gracefully next to Rebecca. Instead I was a mess, my hair untamed and my feet bare. The robe was deeply unflattering and also not exactly opaque under lights and flashbulbs. But I didn’t care, because I’d never seen myself look happier, an almost-naked disaster, looking up at the woman I loved.

(My new publicist had already emailed a polite request for a meeting in the morning.)

“Voilà,” Rebecca said, depositing a plate in front of me and taking the seat beside me. “Don’t spare my feelings. I want your honest feedback.”

We each picked up a sandwich half, pulled it apart and watched the warm cheese stretch in between. I took a bite and almost let out a little moan. It was gooey inside, crisp on the outside, a little decadent without full-on greasiness.

“See?” she said, biting into hers.

“We’re official now,” I said. “So you have to tell me all your secrets. Like why this sandwich is so good.”

Rebecca burst into laughter. “All my secrets? I knew I should have looked more closely at that contract.”

We finished our grilled cheese and cleaned up before heading to my bedroom. Rosie was at daycare but I already planned to pick her up first thing so we could take her to the park before we were due back at the theatre. In bed, Rebecca curled up behind me and hugged me tight. Last time she’d held me this way, she had felt like the only solid thing in my life—solid but fleeting. Now, she was more solid than ever, but so was my life. For the first time, it overflowed with more than I ever thought I’d been allowed to wish for.

“It’s a cold pan,” Rebecca whispered sleepily.

I glanced back at her. “What’s a cold pan?”

“That’s the secret,” she murmured. “You have to start with a cold pan.”

“Rebecca. That’s the most boring secret I’ve ever heard,” I said, and we both burst into the kind of laughter that ended up with us both in tears. For a split second I felt that old panic of holding on to this while I still had it, but reality washed over me. I didn’t have to hold on to every moment to remember later. Rebecca and I were going to have so many more.




Epilogue

About Two Years Later

Tess Gardner Is Ready … to Park Your Car

In her first film role since wrapping up

the Vindicators series, the actress says

she just wants to have a good time.

by Caroline Wen for Vanity Fair

For Valet Girl, Tess Gardner’s first role since closing out the Vindicators quadrilogy, the actress says she couldn’t resist “going a little method.” “I’ve always thought I’d be a great valet,” Gardner says with a laugh, early into our lunch on the patio at All Time in Los Angeles. “So if I was going to do the movie, I wanted to try it for real.”

Gardner, in her mid-thirties, still resembles her superhero persona offscreen, even dressed in a casual black dress and a pair of sneakers she claims her stylist asked her not to wear, and sunglasses she pops up on her head once our conversation begins, even though it’s sunny in the Los Feliz neighborhood where Gardner owns a home. Her wavy hair is somewhere between blonde and brown—a bit darker and freer than Princess Platinum’s controlled ponytail in her titular shade of blonde—but even when she isn’t smiling—which is rare—Gardner’s green eyes still hold on to a hint of that superhero gleam. Her rescue dog, Rosie, a purebred pug Gardner adopted about six years ago, tugs on her leash as Gardner calmly sips her ginger turmeric tea, as if this is how she usually consumes a hot beverage.

“Rosie is learning to become a café dog,” Gardner explains. “We took a café dog class—did you know those existed?—but every day is still a journey.”

I bring the conversation back to Valet Girl. Gardner claims it was tough finding a valet company willing to let the actress park cars, but eventually she was given a shift at a Valley restaurant that would prefer to remain anonymous. How did it go? “I’ll admit it was more stressful than I expected. I know that I’m a great driver, but the pressure of driving someone else’s car weighed on me more than I anticipated. Stunt cars on set? Whatever. This was another story. Also, my everyday car is pretty small—I don’t even have a real back seat. So I’m not sure I was ready to squeeze giant SUVs in and out of small spots, but I got through it. I cleaned up in tips! If I ever decided to abandon acting, I think I could have a future at the valet lot.”

Valet Girl is the first film from Gardner’s new production company, Girl Goblins & Monsters, a joint venture between Gardner, actress Ari Fox (who costars in the film as Gardner’s love interest), and Max Van Doren of Spring Hope Management. Van Doren was the one who initially found the script, which had been on the Black List a few years ago but was ultimately passed over by several studios and other production companies, and claims it felt like kismet.

“Everyone who knows Tess well has heard the valet thing,” Van Doren told me by phone. “When I read the script, even though it’d been written for a male actor, it felt like fate.”

Gardner laughs when I tell her this. “I really had no idea how much I talked about valeting until the movie. As I was trying to explain why I was excited about the script, everyone in my life was like, ‘Yeah, yeah, we’re aware.’”

Gardner possesses a more relaxed and easygoing presence than I remember when I interviewed her about a decade ago when the first Vindicators film opened. Knowing the myriad of demands upon an actor working within the Pantheon Extended Cinematic Universe, I ask carefully if the figurative weight of Princess Platinum’s suit being lifted has changed her life significantly.

“It’s OK to just ask me if my life’s been better since I came out,” Gardner says. “Because it has been. I’d been so scared of losing so many things, but ultimately none of that compared to what I had to gain. I spent years hiding from myself, and it turns out that wasn’t good for me, go figure. I’m sure there are people who reckon with it better, I should say. No one should be outed against their will, and it wasn’t that I thought the world deserved the truth about me. It was that I deserved to stop hiding and get to be myself. And if by doing so I’ve made it easier for anyone else to do the same, that’s even better.”

Gardner’s coming out was a very public one-two-three punch of a candid answer at a screening Q&A, a feature article, and a much-memed semi-clothed red-carpet kiss with Gardner’s now-wife, Tony-winning director Rebecca Frisch. In retrospect, would she have done any of it differently?

“I swear that the robe didn’t look see-through under regular lighting,” Gardner says with a laugh. “Other than that, no. I’d do it all over again. Honestly, no, even the robe! The robe has so many fans. I’d bought it years ago, but the company actually started making it again because demand was so high, which—it’s so funny to me because my wife is the most fashionable person in the entire world. She was wearing this incredible bespoke hot pink suit that night, but somehow my robe got all the attention.”

Not just the robe, I remind her, and she nods. It’s the most serious she’s looked in our conversation so far. “People ask all the time if this has affected my career, and the truth is that I don’t know,” she says, leaning over to pet her dog while still keeping her eye contact on me and this conversation. “I loved making Vindicators, but the things I was most excited about moving forward were—well, I’m in an action movie basically handpicked for me where I get to fight bad guys and be a little dirtbaggy and kiss the hot girl at the end! No one is trying to keep queer women from roles like that.”

I ask if she thinks she could have had a future in the four-quadrant, family-friendly, globally minded superhero world, if she’d wanted to hang out there longer. Gardner gives Rosie her full attention for a moment, and I wonder if she’s missed my question. Eventually, though, she turns back to me with a shrug. “I’ll really never know. I’m not naïve; I’m aware that it might have gone very differently. But I also want to think positively. I’ve been more embraced than I ever expected, after all, by fans. And Pantheon didn’t push back on anything, as far as I know! For the Vindicators 4 premiere, no one said that Rebecca couldn’t walk the red carpet with me. They only asked I wear more than a robe when we did it, which was coincidentally what my wife demanded too.”

Next up for Gardner is an “exciting and meaty” role in a new play by playwright Lucía Molina. Earlier this year she earned a Tony nomination for her leading role in the Broadway production of Stephanie Hoff’s Hometown. “I’m redesigning my life so I can do more theatre. I love film, but the intimacy and immediacy of the stage, the relationship with your company members and the audience—there’s just nothing like it.”

The show is being developed at the Public Theater in New York, where Gardner and Frisch live “some of the time.” “I’m technically a resident of California, and she’s technically a resident of New York, so we’re constantly looking at our schedules and figuring out the maximum possible amount we can live in the same place at the same time.” I wonder aloud if those kind of logistics put a lot of wear and tear on a marriage, but Gardner quickly disabuses me of this notion. “I feel like girls spend their whole lives growing up being told they can be anything they want to be, but also not to be too ambitious or gross about it. So to spend my life with someone who’s as into her career as I am mine, it’s the best. Every time one of us gets an offer that’s geographically inconvenient, the other is always so quick to say, ‘You have to take this, we’ll figure it out later,’ and we always do. I hung out in Chicago while she directed a show there, she hung out in New Mexico for a bunch of my Vindicators 4 shoot. And now we’ll be in New York together for the next several months while I’m acting in this play and she’s directing a new revival of Les Liaisons Dangereuses at the Roundabout.”

For now, though, Gardner is excited for the upcoming premiere of Valet Girl and future projects from her production company, as well as the early summer weather of Los Angeles, which she says she ranks as the best in the world. She invites me along for a walk through the neighborhood with Rosie after we eat (for those curious: me, a turkey sandwich; Gardner, the Niçoise salad), and points out the blooming lavender of the jacaranda trees, almost like tangible proof of LA’s unique seasonal superiority. “I’m so lucky to travel so many incredible places for work, but I chose this city a decade and a half ago, and to live out such a happily-ever-after here, well, I’m the luckiest girl alive.”

Gardner checks the time on her gold, pink, and orange watch and apologizes; it’s later than she thought, and she and Frisch are hosting dinner tonight for Gardner’s brother and his girlfriend Aisha Ward. “I decide to make these elaborate dinners for people, which means I need to spend most of my afternoon in the kitchen. Also, if you’re about to ask, no, no one expects this from me. I’ve fully taken it upon myself, which Rebecca will remind me later when she’s trying to have a regular conversation and I’m saying something unhinged about marinades.”

We walk back to my car, and I can’t resist asking, holding up my key ring. Gardner lights up and hands me her dog’s leash before hopping into my Subaru Crosstrek and expertly navigating it out of a tight spot and off of Hillhurst Avenue and onto a quieter side street. Gardner absolutely could have a backup gig, if she ever needed one, but something tells me she’s never going to have to quit her day job.
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