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            Dedication

         
         
            To my family,

            who suggested I write a love story.

            This was the closest I got.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            You don’t need my autograph. If you needed it, I’d give it to you.

            —Bob Dylan, 1966

            I know it’s hard to see Britney Spears as a human being, but trust me, she is. She’s a person, she’s like you or I. And I
               don’t know about you, but I know that I would be pretty shaken up right now . . . All you people care about is readers and
               making money off of her. She’s a human!
            

            —Cara Cunningham, “Leave Britney Alone”
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            Prologue

         
         Ten years ago, a senseless, horrific crime shocked the country. At the center of it was one of the most famous young actresses
            on the planet, Lila Devlin. In a world so desensitized to violence and tragedy, the staggering response hearkened back to
            the crime-of-the-century scandals of the 1920s and ’30s, back when the country read the same newspaper and listened to the
            same radio reports. Here was a respected actress at the peak of her career who made a single, colossal mistake and triggered
            an irreparable sequence of events that rippled across social media, the press, and Los Angeles’s elite. It was like watching
            a house of cards collapse in real time.
         

         
         The tragedy of Lila Devlin has remained in the public consciousness for as long as it has not because she was a world-famous
            celebrity, not because of the salaciousness of the murder and the ensuing media circus, not even because she was a beautiful
            white woman. Her story flickers around us like a specter still because she was the encapsulation of an American dream come
            true. In this era of late capitalism, you don’t get many of those anymore. She came from nothing and rose to the stratosphere
            on her own merit, without any help.
         

         
         But, like every dream, eventually you wake up.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
The Fall

         
         
            Excerpts taken from THE DEVLIN BABY: AN ORAL HISTORY, to be published by Sutton Books, spring 2024.

         

         A decade after that fateful day in March 2014, many pieces to the Devlin baby puzzle are still missing. The following oral
            history has been compiled and edited over the last ten years from primary and secondary sources to piece together a background
            and timeline of the most infamous kidnapping of the twenty-first century. Though the aim was total comprehension, Lila Devlin
            and Aidan Reynolds declined to participate.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         As she stepped onto the plane bound for Los Angeles, Lila Devlin was overcome with an acute sense of doom. It stopped her
            short in the walkway as it ripped the air from her lungs, burrowing through skin and bone until it settled deep within her
            chest. A piercing wrongness that howled for her to turn around and go home.
         

         
         Lila had never liked to fly. She’d been twenty-two when she first set foot on a plane bound for Sundance, so nervous she’d
            vomited into her backpack the second the plane began to taxi on the runway. Susan Friedland had reached into her bag of “special
            pills” for something to calm her down, but it had never gotten easier. Lila hated the stale smell of the cabin that clung
            to her clothes, the seats so close together she’d bump her neighbor with too deep an inhale. Blithely placing her life in
            a stranger’s hands and crossing her fingers she’d return to the ground.
         

         
         It was just nerves, she told herself as she found her seat in coach. She used to trust those prickly feelings, her intuition
            warning her of what her conscious mind couldn’t yet understand. But that intuition had become uncalibrated long ago and could
            no longer be trusted.
         

         
         She did a cursory check of the people around her, as she always did in public spaces. A tall man sat in the aisle seat across
            from her, legs stretched out in the little room he could find. A middle-aged woman adjusted the TV on the seat back in front
            of her, her teenage daughter beside her tapping mindlessly on her phone. No one gave her a second glance.
         

         
         The days she’d been incapable of going to the grocery store without being swarmed seemed like a distant dream. That girl didn’t exist anymore—she had been replaced by younger, prettier girls who would eventually be replaced when they were no longer young and pretty. 

         
         Not to mention her hair. It had once been a radiant copper color—some red-carpet host had dubbed it her signature feature.
            So, Lila had chopped it to her shoulders and dyed it a limp, dirty blond. She preferred to be invisible. The world had expanded
            when she’d discovered wealth and celebrity before a cage shut around her. Now, it was open again.
         

         
         She slept for the first few hours of the flight. She did not remember her dreams. When she woke, a familiar panic flashed
            as they rattled in her mind, but she had trained herself to forget them over the years. Wash them away before they could make
            a dent.
         

         
         A sharp, ringing sound pierced the air, and Lila’s body turned rigid.

         
         That was what she hated most about flying.
         

         
         A baby screamed at the top of its lungs. Its ears had popped with the altitude change, and it was afraid. Lila shifted in
            her seat, looking for the earplugs she had tucked into her purse for this express purpose. Lila could hear the frenzied shh-shhs of its mother, but the baby kept crying, starting and stopping in mouthy gasps of air. On the ground, she would have left
            the room. But here, there was nowhere to go. Even earplugs couldn’t mask it.
         

         
         It wasn’t a sound you were supposed to block out.

         
         Then how the hell had I slept through—

         
         “Stop.”

         
         Had she said that out loud? Sometimes her mind raced so quickly that she chastised herself aloud, like her thoughts were sentient
            beings she had to scold into submission. She glanced over at her seat partner to see if he’d noticed, but he didn’t look up
            from his book.
         

         
         Lila unbuckled her seat belt and scooted past him to lock herself in the bathroom. It smelled like shit and there was barely room to stand, but she would have gladly spent the remaining hours of the flight inside if given the option. She stared at herself in the mirror under the fluorescent LED lighting, watching her chest rise and fall as she practiced slow breathing. 

         
         “I find peace in my life; in my life I make peace,” Lila told herself. It was shocking how much of the healing process relied
            on picking a mantra and repeating it until it became a truth.
         

         
         She’d been comfortable in her little house on the other side of the world. It was simple, quiet. No one paid her attention.
            Just another woman being swiftly outrun by middle age. Lila found she enjoyed being unremarkable. She’d planned to spend the
            rest of her life in anonymity. But after ten years, Lila awoke one night to three names rattling around in her mind.
         

         
         Nico DeLuca, John Carmichael, and Nick Fox. She could see the specters of the three men hulking over her bedside. She’d screamed,
            yanked the blanket over her head like a child. They were gone when she’d woken in the morning, but she could feel their presences
            lingering around her: Fox sneering over her shoulder when she went to make her coffee, Nico cackling when she attempted to
            meditate.
         

         
         Lila knew deep in her soul there was only one way to make them go away for good. For as long as she blamed, resented, and
            despised these men for their roles in her daughter’s death, any healing she claimed to do was a joke. The only way Lila could
            ever truly move on was through forgiveness.
         

         
         The idea felt revolting. Beyond impossible—an affront to the memory of Josie entirely. But the more Lila considered it, the
            more it made sense. Josie was gone, and Lila had to keep living. She knew Josie wouldn’t want her to waste her life away.
         

         
         Lila returned to her seat as the seat belt sign blinked on. She was settling in when she noticed the man beside her staring.
            He was tall and handsome, in his early twenties, with wavy golden hair and bright blue eyes. There might as well have been
            a blinking neon sign across his cheekbones that said aspiring actor. He smiled at her politely and then looked at her again, brow furrowing.
         

         
         For a panicked half second, Lila thought he recognized her and that she would have to go through the little dance she did
            during those rare circumstances. Oh, that’s so funny. No, I get that a lot.

         
         “Did you buy those earplugs from the flight attendant?” he asked.

         
         Her chest deflated, and Lila returned his smile. “I brought them with me.”

         
         The young man buckled his seat belt and opened his dog-eared copy of Play It as It Lays. “Ah, bummer. You’re really smart to bring them.”
         

         
         He returned to his book, and Lila leaned back in her seat. The baby was still crying, but it was less frantic now. Little
            whimpers of protest as its mother lulled it back to sleep. For the first year after Josie died, just seeing a child on the
            street sent her into a spiral. Babies in strollers, teenage girls in school uniforms. Everywhere she went, she found millions
            of clones that looked nothing like her. Lila had considered suicide, but it would have rendered Josie’s death even more miserable
            and pointless than it was already.
         

         
         The plane jostled, and the baby wailed. The man beside her noticed Lila’s white knuckles as she gripped the armrest. “Not
            a big flier?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “I learned this thing from my drama teacher in high school that helps me when I’m anxious. Start with finding four things
            you can see and three things you can touch,” he said.
         

         
         Lila searched his face for any sign of an agenda, but he appeared guileless.

         
         “It really grounds you,” he added. “I mean, we’re on a plane, but still.”

         
         The plane shook again, and Lila supposed she had nothing better to do. The glowing seat belt sign, the ice in her cup shaking,
            a man snoring open-mouthed, a woman marathoning The Real Housewives. Then she focused on what she was feeling: the cheap fabric of her seat, the roughness of her blue jeans, the frigid air-conditioning
            coming out of the vent. Her attention had left the turbulence and the baby entirely.
         

         
         “It works, right?” the guy said enthusiastically.

         
         “Thanks,” Lila replied, putting her earplugs back in.

         
         The guy inhaled. “Wait.”

         
         Lila recognized his tone.

         
         “I mean—I’m sorry, I don’t normally do stuff like this. But are you Lila Devlin?” he asked, eyes bright and hopeful. What
            a story he’d be able to tell when he touched down.
         

         
         Lila smiled tightly, preparing to drop her usual line, but he continued before she could say anything.

         
         “I’m an actor; I just graduated from drama school. My professor showed us your monologue from Too Many Mornings, and we studied it as one of the best performances by a young actor, like, ever. You’re a huge inspiration to me.”
         

         
         Lila hadn’t expected that. She glanced across the aisle to see if anyone had heard, but no one was paying attention. “That’s
            very kind, thank you.”
         

         
         He beamed at her. She waited for his eyes to turn downcast, or the inevitable apology, or the It’s unimaginable . . . But instead, he just stuck out his hand. “I’m Peter.”
         

         
         Lila stared at it. Was he playing a game? She realized she had hesitated too long and shook it tentatively.

         
         Peter continued: “I haven’t seen you in much lately. Did you take a break from film?”

         
         Lila was almost speechless. He was twenty-two—he had been a kid when it happened. Had he never heard? At the time, it had
            seemed inescapable. It was bizarre to think an entire generation of people didn’t know.
         

         
         “Yeah, I retired,” Lila said, because she didn’t know what else to say.

         
         Peter nodded. “That sucks, you were really good. My professor said your performance was so natural he’d never want to train
            you formally. ’Cause that would ruin it.”
         

         
         Lila tried to remember herself on that set, performing in front of a camera for the first time, hanging out with the crew members in Maine lobster shacks after shooting. But it was like imagining a different person entirely. 

         
         Lila changed the subject. “So, you’re moving to Los Angeles?”

         
         “Yup,” Peter said. “We have a spring showcase for agents and managers we perform in, so, hopefully, I can get signed. I’ve
            only been to LA once—I don’t know anyone out here. But I’m really excited. I feel like Swingers prepared me.”
         

         
         “Swingers prepared you?”
         

         
         “You know, the movie?”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “I didn’t mean actual swingers.”

         
         “Got it.”

         
         “Are you going home?” Peter asked.

         
         “I’m moving back.”

         
         “From where?”

         
         He didn’t seem to be nosy, just curious. “I’ve been living all over. Asia, Europe.”

         
         “You were going Eat Pray Love mode,” Peter said.
         

         
         “Sure.”

         
         There was a voice in her head all the time, always. It screamed at her that she had failed to save Josie, just like she’d
            failed to save her father, just like she’d failed to save her marriage. Ten years ago, when the voice reached a fever pitch,
            she had driven to LAX and bought a ticket to the farthest place she saw on the departures board.
         

         
         She wound up in India and discovered meditation. It didn’t eliminate the voice, but it turned the volume down. On the good
            days, she could mute it entirely. As a teenager, she would have mocked herself as a privileged cliché, but she was so desperate
            for relief she could no longer afford to care.
         

         
         “What do you do now?” Peter asked. “Since you left acting, I mean.”

         
         A couple of years after Josie died and the world had forgotten her, a small, rose-colored part of Lila thought she could return to her childhood dream of becoming a veterinarian. She enrolled in school and, to her surprise, the classes made her happy. For a while, Josie lived in a corner of her mind, distant enough to allow her to function but close enough to hold on to her memory. But as Lila grew more immersed in her studies, she found herself pushing Josie even further away. Some days she wouldn’t think about her daughter at all. She couldn’t do that. She would never allow herself to carry on as if nothing had happened. So, she dropped out, and Josie’s corner of her mind remained. 

         
         “I’m starting a skincare business out here,” Lila said, expecting him to lose interest.

         
         He didn’t. “Oh, sick! My ex-girlfriend took me to get a facial for the first time last year. It was amazing.”

         
         Part of Lila wondered if Peter had lived in a magical closet his entire life that warded off any trace of negativity and disappointment.
            The type of man who didn’t just coast through life but floated. Aidan had been like that when she first met him. It didn’t
            last.
         

         
         “It’s a little bigger than that,” Lila said. It was going to be a tribute to her daughter. A way for Josie to live on by applying
            the principles of self-actualization and inner peace that she had learned in India. She wanted to help people heal just as
            she had.
         

         
         “Thanks. For talking, I mean. When you sat down, I couldn’t believe it. Yeah, your hair’s different, but you look the same.
            I can’t believe no one else recognized you. Sitting next to you on the plane out here feels like a good omen,” Peter said.
         

         
         “Good luck with everything,” Lila said, and she meant it.

         
         “You too!” Peter chirped. “I’m gonna buy your skin cream.”

         
         Lila chuckled as she put her earplugs back in, and Peter returned to his book.

         
         

         The sun licked the edge of the sky by the time Lila reached her new apartment in Studio City. It was a claustrophobic one-bedroom with a dubious-looking air-conditioning vent, but her savings had waned after a decade of traveling, and she could no longer afford to be picky. It reminded her of the apartment she’d moved to after her mother died. She told herself the familiarity was a comfort. 

         
         She hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to Peter. She hoped he’d realize the mistake he’d made in coming to LA to act sooner
            rather than later.
         

         
         It didn’t look much like one, but Los Angeles was a desert. It seduced you with hope and light, beckoned you in with sweet
            promises of the best version of yourself—until you were too close to escape. Close enough to see the empty smiles on everyone’s
            faces. Close enough to realize it was just a candy-colored mirage and that you were only one of four million clawing over
            one another to survive.
         

         
         Lila had suffocated under their weight the last time she’d been here. This time, she would not make the same mistake. She
            needed allies. She pulled out her phone and scrolled to her former publicist Cara Donaldson’s name. They hadn’t spoken in
            a decade. Cara was difficult, but she was more than capable. And if she resented Lila’s sudden absence, she would still be
            too nosy to ignore the call.
         

         
         “Lila Devlin, is it really you?” Cara’s raspy voice came through the line.

         
         “It really is,” Lila said.

         
         “I literally can’t believe it. I’m literally in shock,” Cara drawled in a vocal-fried monotone. “I don’t even know how to
            start. How have you been? Where have you been?”
         

         
         Lila laughed. “It’s a lot to explain over the phone. Do you have any time this week?”

         
         “My lunch tomorrow canceled, how’s that?”

         
         Lila smiled. “Perfect. We can text to find a spot. Talk soon.”

         
         She was about to hang up when Cara said, “Lila?”

         
         “Yeah?” Lila said.

         
         “You sound good.”

         
         Lila nodded, even though Cara couldn’t see her. “I am.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Devlin Baby
An Oral History

         
         
            Lila Devlin was born in 1985 in Chelsea, Massachusetts, the daughter of Denise, a nurse, and Mark, an electrician. Growing
               up in a small suburb of Boston, Lila never imagined she would be the biggest movie star in the world by age twenty-two.
            

            ANALISE RHODES (journalist): To understand what truly made the Devlin baby scandal so captivating, you have to know Lila. After spending so many years
               studying this case, I don’t believe it would have blown up the way it did had she not been in the center. It wasn’t that she
               was beautiful or charismatic—she was, but so was every other actress in Hollywood. It was this fierce vulnerability she had
               that sucked you in. She made you want to root for her without even trying.
            

            ANDREW SIMMONS (childhood neighbor): There’s an aura around certain people—I don’t really know how to explain it. It’s just this blinding, intangible thing that some people have. I was eight when I moved to Chelsea, Mass., from Cincinnati. I remember when we were moving in, and
               I was so scared and so anxious—I didn’t know a soul. And then there was a knock on the door, and Mom and Dad called me downstairs.
               There was a little girl with copper-red hair and the warmest brown eyes I had ever seen. “Hi, I’m Lila, I live next door!”
               From the moment I first met her, I knew she had that thing.
            

            SIOBHAN DOHERTY (babysitter): Mark and Denise had a scheduled date night every other Saturday, so I’d come over. The Devlins were the sweetest people.
               Lila was an only child, but you’d never be able to tell. They kept her grounded. She had this deep empathy, this wisdom beyond
               her years. She loved animals so dearly that I think she was hell-bent on becoming a veterinarian or marine biologist by the
               age of six. We went to the New England Aquarium so often the staff knew her by name.
            

            ANDREW SIMMONS: We found a nest of baby squirrels once when we were out playing in the woods. The mom was nowhere to be found. Lila didn’t
               want to leave them alone, of course, so she took them home and nursed them back to health. Literally bottle-fed them in her
               basement until they were well enough to go free.
            

            MAEVE BRADY (family friend): Lila must have been nine, ten, when Denise passed. Breast cancer. It was very sudden, only a couple months after her diagnosis.
               It was devastating. Everything changed after that, the family was irrevocably broken. Lila worshipped the ground Denise walked
               on. And Mark, God bless him, Mark tried, but there was just a light in him that shut off. They moved to an apartment in nearby
               Jamaica Plain after. I know I couldn’t have stayed in that house if I were them.
            

            ANALISE RHODES: In an era of nepotism babies and rich kids strutting into the industry with no resistance, it’s rare to find a story about
               an actress that comes from a working-class, a true blue-collar, background. That lack of judgment, that ability to converse
               with all walks of life, would end up taking her far in her career.
            

             

            In 2003, Lila receives a full-ride scholarship to UMass Amherst to study veterinary medicine and marine biology.

            VIV BAKER (college roommate): So many people ask me to tell this story and think I’m bitter. I’m not bitter. Frankly, I dodged a fucking bullet, considering . . .
               Don’t put that in.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND (film director): Too Many Mornings was my third feature. I always think of it as my second, since no one saw the first one, but I digress. I was fascinated
               by cocaine trafficking in Maine at the time, so I wrote this little indie about a teenage girl trying to reconcile with her
               addict father on a lobster boat. As it turns out, casting an authentic working-class New England teenager from a pool of child
               actors from the Valley is slim pickings! After, like, five months of reading duds, I decided to do an open casting call in
               the area.
            

            VIV BAKER: Lila and I were close in that freshman-year roommate kind of way. It was a big, intimidating campus, and it was nice to have
               someone you could rely on. I was a huge theater kid, and I loved that she wasn’t. I had never met someone who was so into,
               like, learning before. I swear to God, she had a photographic memory. I used to make her run audition scenes with me ’cause she memorized
               them quicker than I could.
            

            Right after spring break freshman year—I don’t think she even went home; she just stayed on campus. I don’t think her dad
               was super around. My friend emailed me a link to an open casting call for a new Susan Friedland movie in Boston the next weekend.
               The queen of Sundance. I asked Lila to come with me for moral support. She kept to herself so much, I always tried to invite her out
               to things. I felt sorry for her.
            

            She sat with me in the waiting room, running lines. She’s very cool under pressure. Whenever I started to get nervous, she
               just made me run lines with her again. She was always very, like, You can’t be anxious if you’re too busy working toward a goal. Like that type of vibe. It was exhausting, but sometimes, it was great. To be on that wavelength.
            

            We waited for, like, six hours that day. There were still, like, twenty girls ahead of me by three p.m., so Lila asked if
               she could take a walk.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: I think I saw two hundred girls that weekend? I was convinced the project was doomed. That Sunday, we’d been seeing girls
               for a day and a half by then. And when you’re dealing with completely green talent, their first instinct is to try to impress
               you, to show off. But I didn’t want someone showing off, I wanted someone playing a girl on a lobster boat. I couldn’t take
               it anymore. I went outside on a smoke break, and then I saw her.
            

            First, there was her hair. Gorgeous copper hair that sat on the edge of blond and red, depending on the way the sun caught
               it. She was wearing a T-shirt and jeans, no makeup. Just looked like a normal local kid sitting on a bench, but something
               was striking about her. Like a young Lauren Bacall.
            

            “Are you auditioning?” I asked her.

            She turned around and laughed, as though the question were preposterous. “I’m just here with my friend,” she said.

            I didn’t want to go back inside, so I struck up a conversation. She didn’t know who I was, must have assumed I was somebody’s assistant. And thank God, ’cause I don’t think she would’ve talked to me otherwise. I asked her what she did; she said she was studying veterinary medicine. I liked that. She said she helped her friend practice the audition scene but didn’t think it was very good. I was hoping for an Oscar nomination for this script, so I obviously asked her why. 

            “Oh, I dunno. It didn’t feel real, I guess. My mom died when I was younger, and my dad is kind of the same type of guy as
               the dad in the script, and he’s not . . . we don’t have that kind of relationship.”
            

            “So, you think the father character is too warm?”

            “It’s not that; it’s that . . . he’s succeeding too much with her, I guess? With my dad, he tries, but it never . . . goes
               anywhere.”
            

            And then there was this look, this gorgeous look in those big brown eyes, that made my heart stop. Just pure pain. I wish
               I had a camera. I had never seen grief captured so . . . plainly and beautifully. I knew in that moment I had found her. I
               didn’t care if she could act or not, because it didn’t matter—Lila didn’t need to act. She was Eileen.
            

            VIV BAKER: They cut auditions short that day, I never went in. Lila came back after ten minutes and was like, “I think I met the director
               in the parking lot?” I was furious she didn’t come get me.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: She did not want to accept the part, but I was persistent. I wasn’t gonna make this movie without her. I think she finally
               came around when she saw the pay. She was saving for some research program in Australia. I don’t remember. But it got to a
               point where she realized it would be stupid to turn it down.
            

             

            Lila shot TOO MANY MORNINGS the summer after her freshman year of college.

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: She was so nervous that first day. She prepared and prepared; during the table read I caught her mouthing along to the other
               actors’ lines. She had memorized every scene in the script, even the ones she wasn’t in.
            

            She pulled me aside before we shot the first take. She said, “I really don’t think I can do this.” She wasn’t just talking about the movie. She was talking about inserting herself into the public eye. She was terrified. Which, well . . . in hindsight . . . Anyway, I said to her, “Do you remember what you told me about the script when you first read it? That you related to it, but it wasn’t right. There are thousands of other girls just like you that want to be seen. You’re the only person who can tell this story right.”
            

            And that was all she needed. There is something very noble in her nature—once she was persuaded this could help other girls,
               she was all-in. And she was a natural, immediately. The first day on set, the EPs were in the tent, like, fist-pumping ’cause
               we hit the fucking jackpot. And I still remember, when we wrapped day one, the crew applauded her. She was so embarrassed.
               I told her to get used to it.
            

            JAN PIRELLI (hairstylist): In the hair chair every morning she’d be doing some kind of biology homework. It was like she was leading two completely
               different lives. She’d always talk to me about these big science internships she was applying for. She seemed to be the only
               person on set who was unaware that she was not going to be a scientist anymore.
            

             

            TOO MANY MORNINGS debuts to rave reviews when Lila is twenty-one. Critics hail her performance as revelatory. She is immediately
               catapulted into movie stardom.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: Her dad died around the time we were campaigning for a best actress nomination. When it came out it was liver failure from
               alcoholism, the press ate it up. She was a novelty to them. Lila was like this tragic Pre-Raphaelite heroine in a Masshole’s
               body.
            

            ANALISE RHODES: She was a portrait of a Cinderella story, a real-life twenty-first-century American dream unfolding right in front of you.
               She carried herself with such grace and intelligence, and both parents dead before she was twenty-two—that strength endeared
               her to people. People were riveted; her rise was meteorically fast.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: Agents and managers and Hollywood descended on her like they do for everyone who shows promise. She called me after the SAG
               Awards that year. She was like, “I don’t even know how I got nominated, I couldn’t afford to join the union.” And she was
               still in college, studying remotely. But she couldn’t be a normal student anymore; she was too famous for that. She struggled,
               I know. She forced a normal life, but those days were over.
            

            When she received a fucking Oscar nomination and was still talking about swimming with the beluga whales or whatever, I had
               to give her a reality check: she was too talented and too famous to go back to the way things were. And it was hard for her
               to accept. I told her she needed to take the time to grieve. In a way, she was losing the only life she had ever known.
            

            But with her dad dying, the last thing she wanted to do was reflect. So instead, she just launched into her Hollywood career,
               full throttle. If she was going to be an actress, she was going to be the hardest-working actress on the planet.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         On her second day in Los Angeles, Lila realized she had aged. She’d had no reason to pay attention to her appearance when
            she’d been gone, but it was impossible not to here. The city was swathed in awareness, millions of eyes hungry for new faces
            to pick apart. Her rearview mirror reflected sunken and shadowed brown eyes, her cheeks flattened and fine-lined. For the
            first time in years, she felt ashamed she had allowed herself to get old.
         

         
         Her phone rang—Aidan. He’d already called twice that morning. He would keep calling until she answered, and she had no good
            reason to avoid him. Their divorce had been quick and amicable. They loved each other too much to endure any more suffering
            than they already had. They tried to keep in touch—he called on her birthday every year, and she had met his wife on FaceTime.
            He never introduced her to his daughter. She never asked, and he never offered.
         

         
         “Hello?” Lila answered.

         
         Aidan breathed a sigh of relief on the other line. “Finally. Are you in LA?”

         
         “Yeah, I just got in last night.”

         
         “Any reason I had to find out from Cara?”

         
         Lila winced. She’d forgotten they were working together now. “I hadn’t had the chance to call you.”

         
         “Come over, have dinner with us tomorrow,” Aidan said.

         
         Instinctively, she’d rather impale herself on the parking brake than make pleasantries with Aidan’s perfect new family. The idea of going from Aidan’s most intimate partner to a dinner guest made her nauseated. 

         
         She thought a decade would soften her feelings, but she’d never let anyone else replace him. She’d tried, but her insides
            were emptied and desolate; she had nothing left to give. A quick, annual FaceTime call was easy. She’d known living in the
            same city would be a challenge, but he was making it even goddamn harder by being so nice.
         

         
         Maybe it was better to get it over with. Rip the Band-Aid off. Before she could second-guess herself, Lila said, “Okay.”

         
         “Amazing! I’m so excited to see you.”

         
         She recognized the forced casualness in his voice. The desperate need to stay positive around her. Like she was a landmine.
            If she listened closely enough, she could hear the faint crack of eggshells. He was a good actor, better than she’d ever been.
            Did he really want her there, or was he playing a part? She might have been able to tell ten years ago.
         

         
         

         Cara selected some trendy lunch spot on Fairfax where bottled water cost ten dollars and the carb-heavy dishes on the menu
            were so detailed you could practically hear it whispering, Are you sure you want to do that? The host led Lila through a maze of crowded tables onto a quiet back patio. The diners wore hats and sunglasses to block
            the sun and any unwanted stares. She felt naked under their gaze.
         

         
         Though she was in her late forties now, Cara Donaldson looked anywhere between thirty and fifty, depending on where the filler
            had set in her face that day. Her dark hair fell stick-straight in a flattering center part against her high forehead. It
            was the same haircut she’d had when Lila started working with her. She’d probably emerged from the womb with curtain bangs.
         

         
         Lila swallowed and took a cautious step toward her. “Cara?”

         
         Cara removed her sunglasses to get a good look. “Holy shit, you’re really here.”

         
         “It’s good to see you,” Lila said, watching Cara appraise her, trying to hide the rows of goose bumps that leapt up on her forearms. Lila wondered if Cara could smell the death on her. 

         
         “Can I hug you? Is that okay?” Cara asked, her arms already out.

         
         “Of course! You don’t have to ask.” Lila laughed.

         
         Cara chuckled. “Girl, that’s how I know you’ve been out of this industry for a long time.”

         
         Even as the waiter came over and took their drink orders, Cara didn’t stop staring, eyes constantly flicking over Lila with
            tiny discoveries.
         

         
         “I just can’t believe it. You’re a brunette now. I didn’t even recognize you. I mean, you look amazing, but, like . . . you
            grew up,” Cara said.
         

         
         She devoured the softness of Lila’s stomach, the flabbiness of her arms. Lila could feel her excitement that she had kept
            herself together where the movie star had let go.
         

         
         “The red didn’t fit me anymore,” Lila said.

         
         “Nooooo, it was so pretty,” Cara whined. “I don’t even know where to start. Where have you been? You went completely off the
            grid.”
         

         
         “Traveling all over Europe, Asia. I was pretty lost when I left,” Lila admitted.

         
         “Wow, I thought when you said you were going east, you were talking about Boston. I didn’t realize you literally meant, like,
            another continent,” Cara said in awe. “Did it . . . are you better?”
         

         
         “I really am.”

         
         “That’s amazing. You deserve that more than anyone,” Cara said.

         
         “Thanks. Lot of soul-searching. I wanted to apologize to you for how abruptly I left—”

         
         Cara waved her hand. “In the moment, was it a little jarring? Sure. But it all worked out.”

         
         The server came and took their orders.

         
         “Bet it’s nice to be able to order a Cobb salad again,” Cara said. “I mean, I like Asian food, but . . . God.” All her teeth were the same, uncannily large length. Veneers.
         

         
         When the server had gone, Cara took a big sip from her Arnold Palmer and clasped her hands together. “So, what made you come
            back?” she asked.
         

         
         Lila took a deep breath. “I want to start a beauty brand.”

         
         “That’s so random,” Cara said.

         
         It only felt random to Cara because she hadn’t lived it. The press mocking Lila’s acne breakouts and her pug nose. The studio
            execs encouraging her to drop two sizes. They’d given her a career for being beautiful only to claw her to pieces as ugly.
            At her lowest, she would have believed it had it not been for Josie. One afternoon Lila found her with lipstick smeared all
            over her face. Beautiful like Mommy! she’d said. Josie was untainted and genuine because she was too young to be any other way. And Lila had burst into tears
            because it had taken a toddler to put her back together.
         

         
         “I want to create a beauty brand that stands on the sole ideal of self-compassion in my daughter’s honor. I want to help people
            feel comfortable in their own skin,” Lila said. And Josie’s spirit would live through every dab of skin cream to make people
            feel less alone. “I took chemistry classes when I was away. It started as a way to just turn my brain off, but I learned a
            lot. I know how to make these products by hand.”
         

         
         “Oh yeah, I forgot you were a science nerd.” Cara pursed her lips.

         
         “It’s not difficult; it’s a lot like baking,” Lila said. “Here.”

         
         She removed a small bottle of skin cream she’d made in her kitchen the night before. “Very simple, five ingredients, but it
            works great.”
         

         
         Cara nodded politely. “How can I help? Can I offer some advice, or . . .”

         
         “I want to talk to you about becoming my partner. I don’t think there’s a better person for the job. It would be a fifty-fifty
            split; I would handle the product and you would take care of the publicity,” Lila said.
         

         
         Before Cara could respond, the server returned with their salads. “Ugh, I’m starved. One second,” Cara said, and took a big
            bite.
         

         
         Lila watched Cara chew on a piece of lettuce with her giant teeth. She looked like a horse grazing. “A lot of people try to launch these brands without knowing what they’re doing. I know every recipe, every ingredient. There was this local university that had amazing seminars on cosmetic science.” 

         
         Cara swallowed and pouted. “Lila, I so love the idea; it’s so noble. And I’m so flattered you thought of me. But I just don’t have the bandwidth right now for a project of that scope.”
         

         
         Until now, Lila hadn’t realized she was expecting Cara to just say yes. “I’m sure we could come to a reasonable compromise.”

         
         Cara shook her head. “I don’t think it’s possible. A lot has changed since we worked together. I have my own firm now. Our
            clientele is A-list, so they’ll notice if my attention isn’t solely on them.”
         

         
         “I’m willing to use my image to market the product. I was at that level—”

         
         “But you aren’t. Anymore.” Cara’s smile dripped with pity. “And I mean, look at you! You’re all the better for it! I love
            how passionate you are, but . . . it’s just not a great idea to launch another beauty brand right now. Everyone’s already
            done it. The market is oversaturated, and people are over it. To cut the noise, you have to really be, you know, someone.”
         

         
         Lila recognized the look on her face, though she hadn’t seen it in a very long time. When Lila first was coming up as an actress,
            she saw it all the time. Who did she think she was? How did a poor kid from Boston with an addict father and no formal training get a starring role in a prestige movie? She wasn’t
            pretty enough, wasn’t thin enough, wasn’t talented enough. She had to be special, but the special kind of special everyone
            else was.
         

         
         “I’m sorry to hear that,” Lila said, picking up her fork. She’d find someone else; she just hadn’t described her vision well
            enough.
         

         
         Cara tapped her chin. “You know what? I actually might know someone—she interned for me back in the day, and now she’s started her own company. I’ve gotten drinks with her a few times, and she’s hungry for work. Said she wants to model her career after mine, so it might just be the next best thing!” 

         
         “Thank you,” Lila said.

         
         Cara squeezed her hand. “Girl, I got your back!”

         
         When she returned home, Lila googled the contact Cara had given her: Sylvie Lightly. The name did ring a tiny bell. Lila clicked
            through her professional website. Her work history was odd—high-profile celebrity firms in the late 2010s, and then after
            2019, mostly dog food brands. What happened?
         

         
         Lila went back to the Google search and scrolled through associated news articles. On the second page, as if buried, was a
            2019 article from The New York Times: “Lightly Pleads Guilty in Crash That Injured 20 at Hollywood Nightclub.”
         

         
         “What the fuck?” Lila said out loud.

         
         The article described Sylvie’s blossoming career in PR before one October night when she got into an argument with a bouncer
            who wouldn’t let her into a nightclub. Furious, she got into her Tesla and proceeded to back it over the crowd of people in
            line at the entrance. Allegedly, she could be heard screaming, “You’re not the only one who can play God.”
         

         
         Sylvie was adamant that it was an accident and that she’d said no such thing. No one was killed, but ten people sustained
            injuries. She pleaded guilty to a felony charge of leaving the scene of a crash and a misdemeanor charge of criminally negligent
            assault. Further research revealed she served only thirty days.
         

         
         She must have been blacklisted, Lila thought, fuming. It was an unmistakably Cara thing to suggest she attach herself to an insane person.
         

         
         Lila would find a partner herself. Someone out there would take a chance on her. She still had her old phone full of industry
            contacts. If Lila had to go down it one by one, she would. Under no circumstances would she ever submit to the likes of someone
            like Sylvie Lightly.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Devlin Baby
An Oral History

         
         
            In 2009, Lila meets Aidan Reynolds in New York City.

            ANALISE RHODES: Aidan was only a few years out of drama school and had already landed a Tony nomination for the revival of Streetcar. Not many people outside the theater community knew his name, but he looked like Paul Newman and had a lightning-fast wit.
               His ascent was inevitable.
            

            TIM WEBER (friend of Aidan’s): We went to some after-party in New York when Aidan was doing a play on Broadway. He saw Lila, and I swear to God, there
               were little hearts in his eyes. Lila wasn’t very impressed. Lots of men came up to her. But then he said his family was from
               Natick, and she lit up. People from Boston are fucking obsessed with Boston. They bonded over eating at Bertucci’s or whatever.
               They disappeared. Like six hours later I finally found them on the roof, just talking.
            

            JAN PIRELLI: I think she just wanted someone normal. Aidan came from the classic big upper-middle-class family in Massachusetts. Classic
               New England boy who liked to drink hard and watch the Sox. And she was tired of being alone.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: I was surprised that her career went as mainstream as it did. YA franchises and popcorn movies weren’t what I thought she’d
               want. To tell you the truth, it made me sad. I liked Aidan, he was a sweet guy. But I felt like she was dumbing herself down
               to be with him, to fit into this life. Well, not dumbing herself down. I mean, making herself ordinary.
            

            TIM WEBER: Lila had this weird party trick she used to do if she was drunk enough. She’d make you play a whale call, like on YouTube,
               and then could tell you what species and gender of whale it was. It was dorky, but Aidan found it adorable. He was so patient.
            

            ANALISE RHODES: There’s an alternate, more cynical read on the relationship. Aidan was a “Hey, it’s that guy!” Lila Devlin was Lila Devlin.
               And when he and Lila became inseparable, paparazzi were chasing them across Manhattan. A year later he’s the lead in a Marvel
               movie.
            

            TIM WEBER: It’s not an evil thing to want to be famous. People act like you’re a supervillain if you’re openly ambitious about your
               career. But you can be a kind, good person and still want success. Aidan took acting very seriously as a craft, way more than
               Lila. He deserved to be known for it.
            

            JAN PIRELLI: Aidan was good for her. She was afraid to go out in public after a while. She’d just get mobbed wherever she went. She was
               living like a little hermit between shoots and red carpets. But Aidan coaxed her out of her shell. When her anxiety was really
               bad, he’d bring disguises for them. They looked ridiculous, but no one ever imagined it was them. I had never seen Lila be
               silly before. Aidan brought that out of her.
            

            GREER HOUSER (host of the Devlin Baby podcast): And she was good for him. He was a hard partier in his early twenties, and she helped him get it out of his system.
            

            TIM WEBER: Nah, we still had fun together.
            

             

            In 2011, Aidan and Lila marry after two years together and settle in a six-bedroom mansion in Bel Air, California.

            TIM WEBER: I was shocked they got married so young. At twenty-six? You’re only, like, eight years out of high school. She had baby fever.
            

            CARA DONALDSON (Lila’s publicist): People offered a cover story and full spread for the wedding as soon as we confirmed the proposal. Aidan and Lila waffled back and
               forth for a couple weeks—Aidan was open; he knew how to play ball. But Lila was a toughie. She said, “Do they want pictures
               of us at city hall? We’re not going to have a wedding.”
            

            JAN PIRELLI: Her way of fighting the limelight was to make herself smaller.
            

            TIM WEBER: Oh, Aidan was pissed for sure. His family wanted a big celebration. But Lila’s way goes, I guess, like always.
            

            ANALISE RHODES: So two of the biggest young stars in America stroll into Los Angeles City Hall one day for a marriage license. She isn’t
               even wearing a dress, just jeans and a T-shirt. TMZ immediately finds out, and it makes national headlines.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: She couldn’t breathe without being accused of a publicity stunt.
            

            TIM WEBER: She even wanted to move back to Massachusetts, but that’s when Aidan had to put his foot down and be like, “No.”
            

            ANALISE RHODES: By that point, she was still more famous than him, but it was close. He was catching up. Her big YA series had ended, and
               Aidan’s superhero thing was only just beginning.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: She got pregnant almost immediately, and that pregnancy was hell. And after their first three or four months together, Aidan
               had to pick up and shoot a movie in Romania.
            

            TIM WEBER: Aidan flew back as often as he could, but he was under contract. And someone needed to pay for the baby.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: She wanted to stay in the States with her doctor. Her morning sickness was so bad, she got diagnosed with hyperemesis gravidarum.
               She was hospitalized, like, three times, she was so dehydrated.
            

            JAN PIRELLI: She called me one night. She thought she was dying. She was scared the baby would grow up without a mom. She wasn’t even
               born yet, and Josie was already the center of Lila’s life.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: Somehow she knew it was a girl. And she wanted to name her Josephine, her mom’s middle name.
            

             

            In October 2011, Josephine “Josie” Reynolds is born.

            TIM WEBER: Seven months in, Lila goes into premature labor. Aidan was literally on his way back to her; he got off the plane and went
               straight to the hospital. He was terrified.
            

            HOSPITAL NURSE (anonymous): She was in labor for twenty-three hours; it was brutal. Her body didn’t want to let go. When Josie was born, she was three
               pounds eight ounces. She could fit inside a little shoebox. Lila didn’t even get to hold her; we had to take her straight
               to the NICU. It was another month of waiting and not knowing . . . Lila would just sit in the hospital and watch her and wait.
               Aidan tried to get her to go home, but her only focus in the world was that little girl.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: Everyone was calling me, trying to confirm reports about the baby. There was nothing to confirm. No one knew whether or not
               she would make it. We thought it was finally over when they brought her home, but that was only the beginning.
            

            JAN PIRELLI: She withdrew. We stopped working together. She stopped calling for advice. After she took Josie home to Bel Air, I didn’t
               hear from Lila again.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: It became quickly apparent that something was very wrong with Lila.
            

            TIM WEBER: Aidan said she was half dead. Wasn’t sleeping, didn’t eat. Didn’t want to touch the baby. Aidan was doing it all on his own.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: I’m close with all of my clients, but Lila and Aidan were different. I became a fixture in that house. I was their therapist,
               their life coach, their closest adviser—I was happy to do it, but it’s a lot of pressure to put on someone. No one ever asked
               me if I was in the right headspace for this, you know?
            

            LYDIA NOVAK (nanny): I was hired by Aidan first as a housekeeper and then to take care of Josie. She’d had a hard journey into the world, but
               she was a relatively easy baby. I suspect Lila had postpartum depression—people are more open about that now, and how common
               it is, but not then, and not with celebrities. I tried to get Lila to hold Josie more often, but she wouldn’t pick her up.
               “I’ll break her,” she said.
            

            JAN PIRELLI: It was devastating; she’d fought a war for that baby.
            

            LYDIA NOVAK: Sometimes I’d hear wailing in the house—the house was so big, it would echo—and I’d run to Josie’s room to find her sound
               asleep. It was Lila.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: After six months, Aidan finally persuaded her to get help. And then things started to turn around.
            

            TIM WEBER: Once she was, like, medicated, she was a great mom.
            

            LYDIA NOVAK: It was like a storm had passed. I moved out of the house, only worked as a nanny. Aidan and Lila took me in as a fourth member
               of the family. I became their closest confidante. I’ve worked with many celebrities, and Lila was by far the most hands-on
               mother I’d ever met. It was like she was trying to make up for lost time.
            

            You could tell just by the nursery—Lila painted this beautiful mural of sea creatures all over the walls. She was clear to
               me from the get-go that Josie would have the most grounded upbringing she could give her.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: I started talking to her about maybe going back to work, but she had no interest. People would have started to forget her
               if it weren’t for Aidan, who was fucking blowing up. He got cast as a new Avenger in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, back when
               that was still impressive.
            

            TIM WEBER: Was the timing inconvenient? Probably. But he was grateful for his career and he was grateful for his kid. He was the sole
               breadwinner, so he couldn’t be around as much. I don’t like the implication he loved her any less.
            

             

            When Josie is a year old, Lila goes public detailing her battle with postpartum depression.

            CARA DONALDSON: She was very brave. She insisted on being open about it, to make other women suffering feel less alone.
            

            LILA DEVLIN (archival interview): No one claims motherhood is an easy process, you hear God knows how many stories. But what happens when your experience
               deviates so far from that norm? It is so isolating. You feel like a ghost haunting your own child.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: In a kind of extraordinary way, it revived her career. It brought her back into public consciousness. And the thing that
               made people root for her when she was coming up? There it was again. She was a born fighter. She tried so hard to shield Josie
               from all of it, but a pap caught them in a grocery store and that veil was lifted. The internet was enamored. America’s sweetheart
               had a daughter.
            

            ANALISE RHODES: I have a theory that part of the reason that the case became what it did was because of the way Josie looked. Even as a baby,
               she wasn’t a face you’d forget.
            

            CARA DONALDSON: She looked weird, but, like, beautiful weird. Very high fashion. Lily-white skin with a big forehead and these huge grey eyes—you couldn’t see any white in them. She almost looked like an alien. It was haunting.
            

            LYDIA NOVAK: She looked like—like a little fairy.
            

            TIM WEBER: She looked like a really cute Gollum, if I’m being honest with you.
            

            SUSAN FRIEDLAND: I reached out to congratulate Lila on the baby and commend her on how she handled the press. We hadn’t spoken in a couple
               years; I missed her. She invited me over to meet Josie. She was just two years old, and I already saw Lila in her. We got
               to talking about what I had been up to, and I mentioned this script, The Pugilists, I’d been working on. This sweeping period drama about female prizefighters in the 1800s. I asked Lila for her thoughts and sent her the script
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