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When I got the news that Matthew Malone wished to make my acquaintance, I was rereading the script for Andy Warhol Never Gets Old in a bare-walled apartment the studio had rented for me. Matthew, I was told, wanted to meet in the lobby of his hotel. We’d all just moved to Pittsburgh, a city not known for its hotels, but Matthew had found the good one, of course. So I took an Uber there, pounding Altoids the whole way, thinking about what I’d say to the one and only Matthew Malone, who was playing Warhol in the movie. Matthew and I had exchanged phone calls and a couple of text messages, but my friends all wanted to know what he smelled like, how he walked, what kind of emotion his eyes held, whether or not he was a typical Pisces, and so on.

The first time we talked, a few months after my mother died, he called me and said, “I’m so excited to work with you on this,” and I said, “Me too,” and then he said, “I know you’ve been crossing through a hard time, and I’m sorry.” What a phrase. Crossing through a hard time. I was indeed crossing through a hard time.

In the first weeks after Mom died, I mostly felt relief that it was over. I felt like I was coming up for air after a long time underwater. But eventually, I learned that it was not, in fact, over. The dead are not in the past, not really, because you carry them around with you.

When I got to the hotel, I walked into the lobby—absurd chandelier, abstract paintings with flashes of neon. I scanned the room for Matthew, but didn’t see him. I noticed instead a beautiful boy—slight, unstyled brown hair, impish green eyes—slumped into a semicircular couch. He was writing in a Moleskine notebook. He looked—I don’t know how else to say it—like a movie star. I am attractive in a way gossip blogs sometimes call interesting or surprising. I have a slight overbite. My eyes are just a bit too far apart. I have a face built for the screen: an expressive but not particularly symmetrical one. This boy, though, in his fitted black jeans and his baby-blue button-down shirt, almost seemed to have a visible aura. Plenty of people are attractive. Precious few are genuinely magnetic. I wanted to buy stock in him immediately, even having never seen his acting. I took a few steps toward him and managed to say, “You must be Kai.”

He looked up from his notebook. He was chewing gum, and he smiled shyless and broadly as he removed AirPods from his ears. “Juniper,” he said, as if we’d known each other for years. He stood, and offered me a hand. I shook. Stronger than I expected.

Not long before, I’d gotten out of a relationship, except I hadn’t gotten out of it so much as I’d been cast out of it, like a fallen maiden cast out of the church’s good graces. On the dude’s way out, he’d told me there’s a word to describe what I felt for him—that the word isn’t love or lust but limerence, a state of involuntary obsession. I was twenty-two. He was thirty-six. He’d been the cinematographer on my last movie, which had sort of flopped, and now he was moving on to the next one.

After the movie did a paltry seven million dollars in its opening weekend, I had nothing lined up, so I enrolled in college and took a course in modernist literature and art. I kind of suspected my life as an actor could be over, but then along came Matthew Malone to save me.

If there had been room in my life for new limerence, I might have started to feel it toward Kai in that hotel lobby, but I’d learned that true love cannot coexist with true ambition. I was not looking to get laid on the set of Andy Warhol Never Gets Old. I was looking to do my job well enough that I became undeniable, that I ceased to be, as the phrase turns, a former child star and became something else.

“Is that your character notebook?” I asked.

“This? Oh, yeah, no. This is just, like, a sketch pad, I guess. I just draw. You keep one?”

Always. Even when I played the daughter of the Guy Who Didn’t Do It on a network procedural, I found a way to make her worthy of a hundred pages of notes. The less serious your job, the more seriously you must take it. “Yeah,” I said.

“I read you’re like that,” he said. “Not quite method, but pretty hardcore, right?”

“I guess,” I said. Fucking hell he was handsome, especially standing now, back straight, plenty tall enough for me.

I just looked at him for a minute, let my eyes settle on his. “You’re very comfortable with eye contact,” he said.

“Part of the job,” I answered, my eyes still on him. At last he laughed a little and glanced away.

“I’m glad one of us is fearless,” he said. “I’m fucking terrified.”

“Of what?”

He listed the reasons, counting them out on his long, thin fingers. “Fucking up my lines, not being able to forget about the camera, not being able to share a screen with Matthew Fucking Malone. I’m scared that I’ll look scared. I only ever went on a movie set once before and that was as a PA. I got fired after one week.”

About these things, I was without fear. I’d been on sets since I was six. Most comfortable way for me to live, really. When I wasn’t shooting or promoting something, I didn’t know what time to wake up or how to meet people or what to eat. On set, all of those questions are answered for you.

“You’ll do great,” I said. “What were you drawing?”

“Um,” he said. “You, actually. Since he’s trying to fathom you and everything. Jude, I mean.” He opened his notebook and showed me the loveliest little line drawing of me on the red carpet for the premiere of my last movie. In his rendering, you could hardly see my face through my hair, and my dress cascaded down to my ankles.

“That’s so nice, Kai. Really. Also, that’s a really important picture.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, I wore open-toed shoes to that premiere and someone put the pictures up on WikiFeet, so I have the great honor of a WikiFeet page all to myself.”

He laughed. “What the fuck is WikiFeet?”

I heard a voice just behind me say, “A website where foot and toe enthusiasts rate celebrity feet. I’m a 4.6.” It was Matthew, of course. “Out of five,” he added after a beat.

Skin pale. Hair black. All shadows and angles, his eyes furiously vital. He looked more like Warhol than I expected, the thin face and pronounced cheekbones, like even before the shoot he was becoming his character. He hugged me, then Kai. He held Kai by the shoulders for a moment, then turned to me, then back to Kai. “I used to be twenty-one,” he said.

He said it like being twenty-one was a debilitating illness you only sometimes survived, which had more or less been my experience.




2

Matthew brought us up to his penthouse suite in the hotel, which featured a view of Pittsburgh’s skyline and the Allegheny River. Our director, Kathryn Johnson—tall but still wore heels, blond hair cut into a bob—was there, and Matthew poured everyone champagne, except he’d bought sparkling grape juice for me because he knew that I didn’t drink. Of course he knew.

After a while, we sat down on a huge U-shaped couch, where Matthew and Kathryn started talking about Andy. Kai, sitting next to me, asked, “What do you know about Carly?”

I liked that Kai put it that way. Directors often ask, What’s your thought process here, or What’s your impulse, because they don’t want to accept that you, a mere actor, might know the character in a way no one else can.

“She’s self-destructive,” I said, “but she’s also dedicated. She knows you have to want it worse than everyone else. What do you know about him?” I asked. Kai’s character, Jude, was an intern for Andy at Interview magazine.

“I think he would rather feel almost anything than feel alone,” Kai answered. I had expected Kai to be a sort of a standard Hollywood Guy, but in that moment I knew I was dealing with something else entirely.

“Yeah,” I said finally.

Next to us, Matthew Malone was talking. “Every industry is in the business of eating human time and consciousness and shitting out money, but in Hollywood, they’re not using your labor to turn iron into steel or whatever; they’re using your labor to turn you into something. They’re turning you into movie tickets or Netflix subscriptions. You’re not just the labor; you’re also the raw material.”

I pulled out the little notebook I always kept with me and wrote.


Not just the labor but also the raw material. Like that for Carly as well. Women are often seen as A Thing That Will Transform Him, A Thing He Must Save to Become His Full Self. How thrilling to meet someone like Andy, who wants things from you but not those things.



Matthew was still talking, and I was enthralled. This comic book actor obviously thought so deeply about craft, about the relationship between art and the artist, and how strange that relationship becomes when your own body is both your canvas and your paint. “Warhol was fascinated and repulsed by his own humanity,” he was saying. “Fascinated and repulsed by feeling in extremis. And that is my point of connection with him.”

After Matthew ordered room service, Kathryn had us watch an old Alfred Hitchcock movie called Vertigo. Matthew told us all about the movie’s star, Jimmy Stewart, who was already a celebrity when World War II broke out but insisted on signing up for the most dangerous form of combat duty in the European Theater—flying B-24 bombers over Nazi-controlled territory. “I’ve been thinking a lot about Stewart in preparing for this role,” he told us. “What was it like for him being a public figure in a setting like a crowded barracks? How strange it must’ve been for someone like Andy Warhol to be in a hospital bed, without his wigs, without his clothing, getting gallbladder surgery. Fame is a kind of armor, and you need the armor to survive fame. What does it look like to refashion yourself into a normal person, like Stewart was willing to do but Warhol never was?”

“What does it mean to adhere to the true self?” Kathryn added.

“Warhol was making himself the whole time. That was the real art project. The constant construction of the self.”

I felt lucky just to be in this sprawling hotel suite where Kathryn had pulled all the shades so we could see the movie in a manner befitting its purported greatness, a room where Matthew Malone said things like “the constant construction of the self.” What a job for actors, or for anyone, to construct selves. Kai was sitting next to me, close enough that I could smell his skin. He was as silent as I was, taking in the surreality of being in Matthew Malone’s suite with promising young filmmaker Kathryn Johnson. Like, what lottery had we won?

Vertigo felt, well, vertiginous. I kept thinking about the class I’d taken, Modernism at Night, which explored how modernist writers and artists captured nighttime. How do you paint night when it is essentially invisible? How do you display, or articulate, what can’t be seen or heard or smelled or felt? In the class, we’d read Gertrude Stein and Jean Toomer and looked at paintings by Jean-François Millet and Anita Malfatti and J. M. W. Turner. I loved college, but I also knew that Hollywood forgets about you quickly. In my business, when your last project is An A- in a Class at UCLA, that’s a sign of weakening demand for your face. There’d be time for school when the Industry retired me.

Kathryn kept pausing the film to point out this Jungian metaphor or that innovative shot. But I was mostly watching the actors, especially Kim Novak, who plays two different women in the film who are intended to be mirrors of each other, and whose personalities are quite different even as their appearances are obviously similar. It was fascinating to watch a film where the male protagonist is trying to destroy the individuality of a woman but never quite manages to. For Novak, it was a complicated trick to pull off, and I was disappointed to learn that she wasn’t even nominated for an Oscar. Never been easy to be a Bright Young Thing in Hollywood.

It was past midnight when the party broke up. Kai and I shared an Uber back to our building. “Do you want a quiet day before rehearsals or a busy one?” he asked.

“Quiet, I think. I might try to find some art, or go to a record store to buy some album covers. I need something on the walls of my apartment. Right now it’s too depressing.”

He opened up his backpack, reached in, and found his notebook. He carefully tore out the page containing his sketch of me and said, “Here’s a start.”
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I ended up buying a bunch of records from a three-dollar bin in a massive record shop in Squirrel Hill and got some frames to go with them. I got some posters, too, for bands I’d never even heard of—Michael and the Argonauts, The Bitter Pill—and put them up around the apartment. The walls felt slightly less oppressive afterward. I took a nap. I wrote in my notebook. My quiet afternoon reminded me of being a kid with my mom and my brother, how we’d kill time by playing this game we called “advanced charades” where you’d try to get someone to guess a movie by silently acting as one of the characters. Hero Walk just so, with your shoulders back and a slight slouch in your legs, and Mom might correctly guess Reservoir Dogs. I remembered once my brother extended his arm out from his face like an elephant’s trunk and made himself seem so light, up on his tiptoes, like something was pulling him up into the air, and even though Mom and I both knew it was Dumbo, we didn’t say anything, because we were so astonished by him. He’s a nursing student now in Dallas.

I then scrolled Instagram for a while and posted a picture I’d taken with Kai. I tagged him and went through his posts. There were only a few pictures from the past year, all in New York City with friends. No one person was consistently with him, which made me think he either didn’t have a romantic partner or didn’t want Instagram to know about them.

My posts over the last year had been calibrated to counter any child-star narratives. No late-night party pics. No nostalgic looks back at the good old days, or pictures with my old costars. I got fewer likes than before, but I was building a different kind of credibility with an eye toward being a grown-up actor. Of course, after six years on a show about a child talent agency run by teenagers—once called “an insufferable cacophony of earnest cringe” by Time Out New York—a refined Instagram refresh didn’t do much to distance me from the character I’d played for so long. But I don’t mind being conflated with the girl from that show. I am earnest. Irony bores me. And “cringe” is what people who can’t feel things call feelings.

I was still scrolling when I got a text from Kai. How are the apartment walls?

I sent him a picture that had his drawing in it. Slightly less depressing. How’s your place?

He sent me back a picture of his wall. Every inch was covered with tacked-up Warhol prints. Just staring at this wondering if they’re gonna fire me tomorrow.

You want to run lines?

Sure.

So he came over to my apartment. He lay on my couch and I sprawled across the adjacent leather love seat. We ran the first three days’ worth of scenes together. He was nervous that night even without the cameras.

“It’s all so pretentious,” he complained at one point. I’d just taken a pizza out of the oven and he was absolutely demolishing it. “How am I supposed to sound real while also saying, ‘What we need, dear, are new words for the old prayers’? Who talks like that?”

“But you don’t have to sound real to life,” I said. “You only have to sound real to the movie. That’s what my acting coach always says. ‘Don’t be real. Be real to the material.’ Anyway, you know this guy. Maybe you don’t know his particular trauma, maybe you’ve never interned at a magazine or lived through 1986 or been abused by your parents, but I’d guess those sad eyes of yours have seen plenty of what Jude has seen.”

“I … just, the only way for me to get to the really intense stuff, like that scene where he confesses everything to you about his brother’s death and his parents and everything, the only way I can get into that stuff is by thinking about the worst thing that ever happened to me, which I’m not looking forward to.”

“Your approach is that personal, huh?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. Anyway, what was your childhood like?”

“That’s abrupt.”

“What you said was good. I’m not gonna be real. I’m gonna be real to the material. So we’re moving on.”

“To my childhood.”

“Yes.”

“My childhood was … public.”

“I never saw that show you were in. The only thing I knew about you growing up is when you had to, like, fire your mother or something? That was in the news at some point. Because she stole your money or something.”

“Yes, or something. She’s dead now, so I got some of the money back.”

“I’m not sure whether to say I’m sorry.”

“And I’m not sure whether to be sorry.” Deep down, acting is listening. Good actors tend to be good listeners, too, good enough—for example—to know that when someone changes a topic so abruptly, they’re dodging something specific. But to act isn’t to pry, only to be willing to listen more. “How was your childhood?”

“Private. I grew up in Indianapolis. My mom teaches English. My dad sells dental supplies and loves race cars. I turned out to be bad at reading and driving, so I was a slight disappointment.”

“Look at you now. In a proper Hollywood movie at the age of just, what are you, twenty-one?”

“Yeah. I keep thinking, ‘Is this the first time I’m gonna be in a proper movie, or is this the only time? Is this my first butterfly-stomached day before, or my only one?’ You never know with acting.” He grabbed another piece of pizza. “You want more?” he asked. I shook my head.

“You know this guy,” I told him again.

He wiped grease off his mouth with the back of his hand. “I just want to disappear, you know? That’s what I like about acting. I get a break from being my goddamned self.”

We kept talking about acting for a while—I told him Alfred Hitchcock once said that actors are cattle and should be treated as such—and then Kai stood up to leave. He thanked me for the pizza before saying, “Okay. I’ll see ya tomorrow. I love you.”

“What now?”

“I love you.”

“You what-in-the-hell, Kai?”

“I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have said that but I like saying it if you don’t mind. Love is big and reckless so I just say it whenever I feel it. You welcomed me into your apartment to run lines because I was nervous. You gave me good advice. You put my little drawing up on your wall. I love you.”

“Wow. Well, thanks, Kai.”

“I don’t love you a lot or anything. But a little. I love you a little.”

“Okay. I like you a medium amount. A socially acceptable amount.”

“Great. See you tomorrow.”
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The next morning we started rehearsals with Kathryn at this warehouse that had been fitted out to be a 1986 nightclub. Kathryn led the blocking, walking us through our marks and discussing movement. Kai seemed nervous, but his actions and choices were on point. He saw his character as inward-focused, as precise and limited in his movements, almost like he was afraid to fully let go until this scene in the nightclub where Jude loses his composure and tells Carly about his extensive family trauma.

There’s a saying in the Industry—Don’t waste it in rehearsal—and I tend not to, but Kai gave so much that I felt like I had to meet him where he was, such that we were both really laughing and smiling when we talked inside Andy’s house.

“Keep it innocent,” Kathryn told me after one take where the camera operator was pretending to hold a camera as I grabbed Kai by the waist flirtatiously.

“She’s not innocent,” I said.

“Well, it’s rehearsal,” Kathryn demurred. “We’ll figure her out as we go.”

I nodded, trying not to reveal my annoyance that Kathryn thought she understood Carly better than I did.

I knew my reputation. Hard to direct. Challenging. Won’t let a scene go. Obsessive.

But aren’t those good qualities? Don’t you want a collaborator who gives everything to make the best possible movie?

When we broke for lunch, I wandered off into a small stand of shrubs behind the warehouse. I sat down on an overturned five-gallon bucket to call my agent, Jamie. Hollywood is pure glamour.

“What’s new?” I asked her.

“Now that you’re in a movie with Matthew Malone, everyone’s calling me. Studios are taking notice, Junie. I got a couple scripts to send you.” Jamie was all business. If Jamie had hobbies, I was blissfully unaware of them. “One is a show in the Star Wars universe. Limited series. Very upscale. Only thing is you’re blue.”

“I’m blue?”

“Yeah, you’re blue. So lots of time in the makeup trailer,” she said.

“Is it one of those CGI things where the whole shoot happens in a warehouse in Atlanta?”

“To be fair,” Jamie answered, “I believe the warehouse is in Manitoba. Budget’s good, though. And they’ve got a great showrunner. Angela Simpson. Did that spy show for Netflix. Now she’s with Disney on this Star Wars thing. Eight episodes. I like it for you. The other thing is an epic fantasy. New Brian Arawas project.”

“As long as I’m not playing a kid.” Part of the reason I’d fought so hard to book Andy Warhol Never Gets Old was because my character isn’t in high school. The problem with being twenty-two is that you can still play seventeen, and when you’re a Former Nickelodeon Star, it’s hard to book anything but teen movies. I needed to prove I could be an adult.

“She’s not a kid. She’s a queen. Agrippah, Queen of the Realm. Look, it’s a fantasy. You’re fighting orcs or whatever. But Brian Arawas has a half-billion-dollar franchise under his belt. I know you don’t love fantasy, but there’s real meat to this character, and you’d be the lead in a Brian Arawas movie.”

“You don’t love the script,” I said.

“I don’t love the script,” Jamie agreed. “But I love Agrippah as a role. Actual nuance. Real feminine power. It’s shit you don’t see every day.”

“I’ll read them both,” I said. “Send them over.”

After another four hours of rehearsals, Kai and I shared a ride back to our apartment building.

“You want to get dinner?” he asked me.

“I gotta read some stuff my agent sent over. And I’ve got a call with my publicist at eight. I’d love to—just busy.”

“I get it,” he said. “I got a couple self-tapes to make.”

“You want me to read with you?” I asked. “I should be free by nine.”

“Sure, as long as I can return the favor someday.”

I ordered out a salad bowl from some Pittsburgh knockoff Sweetgreen and wrote in my notebook for twenty minutes (a daily ritual) before downloading the scripts onto my iPad.

The Star Wars thing was about a Twi’lek (I had to google it) diplomat working for the Empire in the Imperial Defense Department. At the end of the pilot, the viewer learns that our mid-level diplomat is in fact a spy for the Rebel Alliance who meets up with her handler in a dive bar. We can see what the diplomat can’t—that she’s been trailed to the bar by a suspicious colleague.

The writing was crisp but to my tastes anyway a little joyless. I read through the first half of the second episode before switching over to the Brian Arawas movie, Gods of Andromeda.

Before Gods of Andromeda was a script, it had been a book, apparently a massive bestseller, even though I’d never heard of it. Both the screenplay and the book were written by a woman named Valentina Leavitt, who looked in the photos I found online very much like an author of fantasy novels—long salt-and-pepper hair, oversized glasses, and watery gray eyes.

In the Realm, a young noblewoman has just become Queen after the sudden and suspicious death of her mother. I liked the matriarchal society stuff, and the world-building was good. The dialogue struck me as a bit awkward—lots of “my lords” and “my ladys” and whatnot—but I could see the movie. Occasionally when I read a script, I can see myself as the character I’m reading for; I can feel my body as her body, and my voice as her voice. Even though Agrippah’s lines were a bit stilted and formal, I could imagine myself saying them.

Most of all, I liked the way Agrippah interacted with her husband by an arranged marriage, Gavinth, the second lead of the movie. He was ambitious and somewhat conniving but in a charming way, and she recognized his machinations for what they were but still loved him. Or maybe she didn’t quite love him but saw his usefulness. There was a fascinating tension in their marriage. Do these two people care for each other, or need each other, or both? When love is politically expedient, is it love?

I called Jamie at seven forty-five, as soon as I’d finished the script. I could hear some hubbub in the background. “Is this a bad time?” I asked.

“Never,” she said. “Just at a kid’s birthday party.”

“Whose kid?”

“Mine. D’you get a chance to read?”

“Yeah, I like Gods of Andromeda. I like that character. It’s a bit cheesy, but …”

“So is the American moviegoing public,” Jamie said, finishing my thought. “I like it for you. And the studio is really behind it. Look, it’s a long shot, but we love a long shot. They’d probably fly you out for an audition. Otherwise you can self-tape.”

“I need to read the book first,” I said.

“Yeah, sure. I’ll send it to you.”

“Already ordered it,” I said.

“Of course you did. Good idea to read it. The author wants to be Very Involved. Insisted on writing the script. One of those. But it’s Arawas’s movie and that guy knows how to put butts in theater seats. Okay, I’ll call the studio now and artfully lead them on.”

“Perfect. I liked the Star Wars thing less.”

“It’s great if you want a TV show, but you don’t want a TV show. You’re a movie actor. You can do TV when—ALICE STOP HITTING YOUR BROTHER FOR GOD’S SAKE—you’re a thirty-eight-year-old mother looking for some life stability. Like your long-suffering agent.”

“I gotta go. I have a call with Katie.”

“Tell her hi.”

Katie and I went over the press outlets coming to visit set over the course of the shoot. All the press would be there for Matthew, of course, but Katie was trying to get me one-on-ones with the women’s magazines as well as some online stuff, because online outlets trended younger. When I got off the phone with Katie, I had a few minutes, so I read a little of The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again), which I’d been using to prep. Warhol doesn’t reveal much about his actual self in Philosophy; he’s trying to be quick-witted and wise while remaining radically superficial. He doesn’t talk about his childhood or his art-making or his lovers or even really his interests, but skimming through it that evening, I found one moment that struck me as deeply revealing:


Sometimes people let the same problem make them miserable for years when they could just say, “So what.” That’s one of my favorite things to say. “So what.”

“My mother didn’t love me.” So what.

“My husband won’t ball me.” So what.

“I’m a success but I’m still alone.” So what.



I’m a success but I’m still alone. So what. That struck me as real in a way very little in the book did. And I wondered whether loneliness is an inevitable by-product of success, because nobody else really knows what it’s like to be you, and anyway you can’t be sure whether people want to be near you because you’re you or because you’re a success, which is its own kind of aloneness. This must’ve been a place where Matthew could see himself in Warhol—they were both larger than life, performed selves.

Of course, there are worse problems. Pity poor Matthew Malone, who can’t complain to his friends about all his fame and wealth. But that amplifies the loneliness. So what.

By then it was nine o’clock, so I went upstairs to Kai’s apartment.

“How were the scripts?”

“I liked one. They’re interested in me for Agrippah, Queen of the Realm.”

“Well, I’m self-taping for Kevin the Intern, who has six lines in this workplace comedy about a video game company. So we’re both crushing it.”

Kai’s phone was already nestled in a tripod placed atop the little table that straddled the kitchen area and the living area in his studio apartment. His place had the same floor plan as mine, and nearly identical furniture, but he had posters everywhere. The posters were all of shows at the Carnegie Museum of Art and the Warhol Museum—including a bunch of Warhol’s flower paintings. I grabbed one of the two wooden chairs nestled under the table and got behind the camera. “You have the sides?” I asked.

“Yeah, prepare yourself for some High Art,” he responded, and handed me a sheet of paper with the relevant dialogue on it. “You’re my boss, Richter, the main guy in the movie.” We read the script through once. It wasn’t very good, but the job of an actor is not to judge the material so much as to give in to it, and the worse the script the more interesting that job becomes, because you’ve got to find a way in. That’s what I tell myself, anyway. Kai hit record, said, “I’m Kai Laramie. Five eleven. Based in New York. Over eighteen. Okay.”

“Kevin, we need that report.” I tried to say it flatly so that Kai would look good by comparison.

“I’ve got it right here, sir,” Kai said, miming handing over a piece of paper. “The issue, sir, is that there are a number of bugs.”

“How many?”

“Over the summer I found one thousand three hundred, sir.” He paused, gulped. “And twelve.”

“You found one thousand three hundred bugs in the game.”

“And twelve.”

“Is it playable?”

“Um,” he said.

“Would you pay $2.99 for it?”

“Sir, honestly I found it challenging, and I’m getting paid to play it.”

“We pay our interns now? Christ, this company ain’t what it used to be.”

“I also get college credit,” Kai said nervously, “if you could just sign this form saying I showed up all summer?” He mimed handing over a second form, then hit the stop button on his phone camera.

“All right,” he said. “Thanks. I genuinely hope I don’t get this, although my agent says it’s a good gig for me.”

“You don’t want to try it again?” I asked.

He shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “Was my Kevin the Intern somehow lacking?” he asked, smiling.

“No, it was good. Just, I don’t know, I always do a few takes.”

“I bet you do. How many?”

“I don’t know. A lot,” I said. Dozens. I knew my process could exhaust my scene partners, but I also didn’t know any other way of doing it right.

“I think I’m good with one,” he said, and the truth is: He was. The kid was, as the saying goes, a natural.
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That Friday was the table read. Matthew walked around, greeting everyone and making introductions. We’d already met some of them, but I didn’t know the studio’s publicist, Ellen Kim, or the script supervisor, or the studio executive, Todd Simons, who had fresh-cut hair and a perfectly tailored gray suit.

Kathryn began, “I’m so proud of the work we’ve done already and so excited for the work ahead. With this cast and crew, we have the chance to make a truly special film.”

Todd from the studio said, “Kathryn, Matthew, it’s such a gift to share this day with you. Any time we embark on a new project, I always think of the old joke by George Burns: ‘Acting is all about honesty. If you can fake that, you’ve got it made.’”

We all laughed politely. “Todd and his jokes,” Ellen said. “We’ve already got MTV and Today coming to set. We’re going to have a great campaign lined up for this, mixing Matthew’s experience with the freshness of Kai and Juniper.”

I glanced over at Kai, who was seated next to me. He looked like he might throw up at any moment. I always felt that way after something was done, once you couldn’t do anything about it, but before and during a shoot, I felt secure. Someone literally told you what words to say.

I leaned over and muttered to him, “Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.”

“Is that original?” he asked.

“Kierkegaard,” I answered.

The idea of a table read is that everyone who’s key to making the movie can hear the whole thing in one go. I looked down at the pages the whole time and tried to give a lot of myself to Carly but not everything. For everything, I had to wait until we were actually on set, in costume, and rolling. Kai, meanwhile, was giving everything. When he told me that he wanted me, sizzling with a confidence he’d found somewhere, I felt like he wanted me. He flattened out a bit in the scene where he and Carly fight at a nightclub where they’ve gone to party with Andy, but otherwise, he felt so much like Jude that I could hardly keep up with him.

Matthew, meanwhile, did his Andy voice—pinched and disaffected. He sounded almost dazed by reality, or drunk with ironic detachment. “Young people inspire and exhaust me,” he said. “Art is what you can get away with.” “People should fall in love with their eyes closed.” “If you look at a thing long enough it loses all its meaning.” He spoke in the parables of Warhol’s diaries and his books, and indeed in the parable of his art. Andy was not the center of the movie, or at least not the center of my movie, but he was the beating heart of it, beating at first slowly and coldly and then with fear and fervor, and finally not at all.

When we finished, the whole room burst into applause, and I saw Ellen the Publicist wiping away an actual tear. I watched Todd from the studio most closely, because more than anyone else, he’d decide if the movie got a big push or a small one, or if it even came out in theaters at all. If he felt like it was small, or niche, he’d send it direct-to-streaming. “That’s brilliant,” Todd said as the applause died down. “Brilliant. I think we’ve got magic on our hands here. Absolute magic.”

_________________

On the Sunday before we began shooting, I visited the Andy Warhol Museum, where there was a huge collection not just of Warhol’s art but also his tchotchkes and papers. An inveterate collector, Warhol kept everything and willed it all to the museum, from old copies of Interview magazine to underwear signed by Calvin Klein.

Our movie was about Warhol’s later work, the stuff he made at the end, like his Last Supper series. Several of the Last Supper works were in the museum, but I was especially fascinated by his earlier film work. I watched multiple loops of his Screen Tests, four-minute movies that just show people staring at the camera, blinking occasionally, looking bashful or confident or each in turn. The camera is still, shooting the actors from the neck up, and it reminded me of auditioning, but without the words or actions—just your face. I thought about how strange acting in front of a camera is, how vulnerable it is. Warhol was the great poet of radical corporatization and the superficialization of human experience, but he also liked to capture people in their unprotected but still performed moments—Jackie Kennedy at her husband’s funeral, for example. I was especially taken by Edie Sedgwick’s Screen Test. Her oversized brown eyes, which reminded me of my own, seemed to hold all the terror and dread and wonder in the world. As an actor, you want to be as transparent as possible, but that also of course means that people can see all the way inside you.

I went home that evening and reread the last chapters of a Warhol biography, which, unlike Warhol’s own books, actually did explore his private life. Andy wasn’t just an artist—he was trying to spin the many plates of Andy Warhol Enterprises: He was a TV host with his own show on MTV and a spokesperson for multiple brands. He was running Interview magazine and also still making art. And all this while the art world he’d known and helped develop was in total upheaval. By 1986, many of Warhol’s friends had died of AIDS or were sick with it. Meanwhile, contemporary art was passing him by as young artists like Cindy Sherman and Barbara Kruger started to make emotionally intimate but still conceptually dazzling work.

Warhol feared he’d become stale. He couldn’t find a way forward, especially since his collaborations with the young Jean-Michel Basquiat had flamed out after a bad review in The New York Times. Meanwhile, a man who’d always felt that he was ugly was ever more uncomfortable with his aging body, altered by the surgeries he’d needed after being shot in the stomach in the late sixties. And his gallbladder was failing. Gallbladder surgery had killed Andy’s father, and now his own gallbladder needed removing. Warhol felt certain that the procedure would kill him, too. And although it was routine and relatively safe, when he finally went into the hospital to get the surgery, he never came out. He died there alone, too embarrassed by his wiglessness and vulnerability to accept visits from even his closest friends.

I’m a success but I’m still alone. So what.

“Warhol presaged the degradation of meaning in an image,” the book argued. “He showed us how we can’t trust or be moved by images in the way we once could. With Warhol, everything is skin deep, but that’s exactly what is so deep about his work. We live in a skin-deep era, staring at two-dimensional screens and endless images, an era funded by advertising and consumption and content creation, and Warhol was in all those businesses long before Instagram existed.”

The book also talked a little about what Warhol might’ve made of the Internet. He was fascinated by technology—he did an ad campaign with Apple and invented an animatronic robot. In general, he was obsessed with screens way before it was cool, and the book argued he would’ve embraced the aspects of the early Internet that refuged weirdos and the marginalized.

The doorman called up to my apartment, interrupting my reading. I had a package downstairs. It turned out to be some daisy earrings from Dior (retail cost $680) that they wanted me to model for Instagram. My deal with Dior, first struck when I was eighteen, had carried me through all the low points in my career, and I was grateful for it, but I still felt my soul leaking out of my body every time I did a post for them.

I got dressed (a black jumpsuit and kitten heels), slicked my hair back, and then recruited Kai to be my photographer. He took a bunch of pictures of me wearing the earrings in front of his Warhol-drenched walls, and then I posted some to Instagram.

The comments ranged from You look so pretty to Fuck me step-sis to Sell out.

So what.
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It always astonishes me how many people work on a movie set. Carpenters and electricians and camera operators and the PAs who tell you where to be and when to be there, and the second assistant director who shouts at the PAs when they haven’t gotten you where you’re supposed to be. There’s the on-set photographer and the studio publicist and the sound guys who make a point of not looking you in the eyes as they tape the microphone to your chest. Two people work the snack area, who are different from the seven people who do the catering. Then there are the producers who scrutinize the monitors a few yards away from the set, and the video guy who makes those monitors work. And on this bright April morning, all of them had made their way to a neighborhood in Pittsburgh, because our first day began with a scene outside the rowhouse that played as Warhol’s childhood home. Kai’s character, Jude, drives Andy there for an interview with my character, Carly. We were shooting what I guess amounted to Jude and Carly’s meet-cute.

I play a young reporter—I am “early twenties” in the movie—writing a story about Andy for Esquire. He agrees, somewhat against type, to visit his childhood home with me. Warhol dies just before the piece goes to print, and I end up rewriting it feverishly over two nights, with Jude’s help, and we share a byline and a bed. The movie is about the tension between a public and a private life, and about the dawn of celebrity culture, but for Carly it’s mostly about trying to know an artist who no one ever really knew while also getting extremely high on quaaludes every chance she gets, snorting coke, and partying at any club that will have her. Carly wants to know if Warhol is really as skin-deep as he pretends to be, or if he’s protecting some deeper self. But she’ll ask him a question—like whether his latest fright-wig series is about aging—and he’ll answer elliptically. “I don’t make art about anything. I make art that is, not that’s about.”

That first day, I had a quick bit of dialogue in the entryway of the house, where I ask him what being in his childhood home makes him feel, and he says, “It smells different.” Then I ask him what he’s thinking about and he says, “This Lauren Bacall interview. Can I put her on the cover? And I’m thinking about young Carly here, and whether she is going to be a Great Writer. I don’t know many writers. I’m dyslexic, you know.”

But before we could get to my scene, we needed the exterior shot where Andy prattles on to Jude about a cocktail party he’s planning and who needs to be on the invite list and where to throw it
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