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Balancing Act

Far from the spotlight, the industry

ANACLETO RAPPING / Los Angeles Times

is rich in personal stories of how to

deal with extreme anxiety and the
obsession to make it.
By ( ( ollywood,” as we
LYNELL know it, didn't
happen in one
GEORGE draft. Many
TIMES pages, no doubt,
STAFF were tossed. And many revisions most
likely await. But what has remained the
WRITER

|
The Therapist

“If you don’t come into it with a
strong sense of self, you're in
trouble,” says Jennifer Berman,
who draws 60% of her clientele
from the entertainment
industry. “It's very easy to lose
sight of when you're caught up
init. . . . You have to be smart
to survive, You have to focus on
the craft as opposed to the
success or fame."”

core of this ever-evolving story is that
Hollywood has always offered some-
thing indelibly tantalizing: transforma-
tion. A quick whisking away of the here
and now or—at the very least—a
chance to elevate one's life's station.

Whether it's the clackety-clack of the
Underwood in the blue cigarette haze
of cramped, Fitzgerald-era writers’
rooms or Michael Tolkin's indelible im-
age of the bloodless, Armani-clad exec
in “The Player,” Hollywood through
the eras has been many things to the
many people who have wrapped not
just their hopes and imaginations but
their identities around that swirling
“it," the pursuit of the “Hollywood
dream.”




Many in the business find them-
selves locked into Hollywood's prevail-
ing fictions—often better known by
their shorthand “image,” from flash
materialism to impossible beauty
ideals. And if they're not careful, they
become carried away in their efiorts to
build a life that approximates the
model of the moment, no matter how
absurd or impossible, and despite the
repercussions.

The pressure of keeping up an im-
age, attempting to squeeze a particular
life into the narrow margins of that
narrative, plays out in odd interper-
sonal scenarios. It can create intense
jsolation. Or erect an almost-impos-
sible-to-dismantle barrier between
what one's goals had been and what
they have somehow become.

We think we know Hollywood and its
peculiar arc—the excesses and egos.
Every week, it seems, we're privy to an-
other episode playing out before us—
the big star who can’t seem to cope; the
starlet gone haywire and turning 1o
drugs, alcohol or rehab, or in Holly-
wood spin-speak: “total seclusion.” So
familiar is the conceit—the dream
long-deferred or horribly derailed—
that it is often summoned as the expla-
nation for the inexplicable. We read it
as a cautionary text that ponders the
detritus of careers gone south on those
“True Hollywood"” docu-tainments or
that play out in puzzle-piece real time
like the ever-stranger saga of Bonny
Lee Bakley.

But we seldom have access to the
deeper levels of the story, or any sense
of the incremental ways in which
Hollywood's hothouse conditions force

personal drama in‘o bloom: the world-

view-altering sense of isolation that the
work often demands—people putting
off starting families, people without re-
alistic life plans.

Though one might be quick to as-
sume otherwise, Hollywood's absurd-
ities are not just the result of overripe
egos bruising, therapists will tell you, or
the natural drift of people who are pre-
disposed to this behavior because they
are “creative types.” Much is simply
the fallout of trying to work in a cha-
otic—sometimes sociopathic—envi-
ronment that keeps people ever off-
balance.

Little payoff and “will I ever work in
this town again?” anxieties, attend any
candid discussion of the frustrations of
navigating a one-up, one-down world
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where a cardinal rule is “don't let
it show.” But a handful of actors,
writers, execs and techs were will-
ing to toss out their own notions of
how easily the text of big-picture
dreams-turned-distortions can
suddenly overwrite or impede
one’s plans for a life in Hollywood.
They, along with therapists who've
specialized in keeping people from
becoming trapped inside the

cliché—the latest version of what

Hollywood is at this moment—
have an intimate view of the narra-
tives that pervade, and the envy,
expectations, betrayals and fail-
ures that form the walls of the
Hollywood maze.

Suddenly, the Phone
Stopped Ringing

Actress Ruth de .Sosa thought
she had just the right setup. It
couldn't have been scripted better.

For her, it was a long ride up,
like traveling one of those namrow,
fabled canyon inclines—all blind
comers and switchbacks. Getting
to the clearing on top was De So-
sa's dream, the Hollywood Hills
home, of course, commensurate
reward for all the work and sacri-
fice. For a while, she had one—
three levels, a lush garden with an-
tique flora. That and the facialist,
the personal trainer, the fabulous
Donna Karan gown and the car
that rode high above it all.

“1 always knew [ wanted to be
an actress,” De Sosa recalls, over
the steady ring of cell phones and
the clink of Evian toasts in crystal
during the lunch rush at West-
wood’s Napa Valley Grille. “And
following my heart was always
most important for me.”

After she left UCLA's theater de-
partment, her life from dawn to
dawn was an enormous yawn of
activity. De Sosa endured the cat-
tle calls, the impertinent remarks
and ultimately turned herself from
a shy, withdrawn gir into a per-
former with a certain chameleon-
like incandescence. She had steady
commercial work, spots in TV
shows such as “MacGyver” and
parts in feature films such as
“Hook” and “Delta Force IL." For
14 years, it seemed that her trajec-
tory was tipped ever-upward, that
the work would never stop.

That is, of course, until it did.

“I couldn't get hired,” says De
Sosa, standing out in a sea of suits,
dressed casually in white sweats
accented with a scarf, a wash of
soft marine tones, knotted loosely
at the neck. The phone didn't ring.
The auditions didn't pan out. Peo-
ple who had posed as boosters fell
away.

The jobs, the paychecks, the
house—gone like a mirage. Did
she ever have it in the first place?

That's the Hollywood shock—
that the world can crumple like a
backdrop. Here on shaky soil, what
isn't elusive tends to be imperma-
nent. Success, in Hollywood, is ab-
stract and fame an erratic moving
target.

“There are so many fagades to
envy,” says Brentwood-based clini-
cal psychologist Janet Leduc, who
has helped various creative types
read between the lines of Holly-
wood’s fictions or at the very least
quesdon them. Otherwise, if you're
not careful, says Leduc, “it sets you
up. People have all these fantasies
about great success, great wealth.”

And sometimes that's afl they
are.

But it's a powerful and resonant
fantasy—fame and riches—that al-
lows strivers to dream, and con-
tinue to, despite slim odds. “Mak-
ing it"” is just the first chapter.
“Maintaining it” is even harder.

Navigating this environment,
says Leduc, creates extreme anxi-
ety. “It's intensely competitive.
You. can feel it too. Everywhere.
The anxiety is transferable,”

- Though tension may be amibi-
ent,-even palpable, talk of it rarely
sarfaces amid conversations about
box office take or overnight rat-
ings. in Hollywood, a fickle
bissiness full of monumental rises
and- spectacular free-falls—every-
one knows image doesn’t just
reign, it’s the edge. Oftentimes, it
is all you've got: “There are two
crimes in this business: One is to
be boring, and the other is to be
desperate,” says Beverly Hills-

based therapist, Jennifer Berman,
“and if you don't come into it with
a strong sense of self, you're in
trouble. It's very easy to lose sight
of when you're caught up in it.”

Where ‘There Is an
[llusion of Niceties’

Accordingly, as the industry has
changed—films with seemingly
ceiling-less-budgets, stars de-
manding . . . well, the stars—so,
too, have the characters who
populate it. People have become
“projections,” and it's difficult to
discern whom ta trust.

In an emotionally inclement cli-
mate, stories of how people stay
their course—and how they stray
from it—become texts to be stud-
fed like scripts.

Flip back to one of the earliest
and most basic rules of the
business to find the simple answer.
The first requirement: To circulate.
To network. To schmooze.

The world rapidly closes down
as all efforts are geared toward go-
ing after jobs, juggling jobs and in
the spare hours when not doing
that, putting oneself in the right
sacial circles—a job in and of itself.
Consequently, the industry oper-
ates in its own bubble—governed
by its own laws of nature and com-
merce. In this world, reality is
fluid, and standards are set by ca-
pricious trends.

“] liken it to people who work in
the airline industry,” says Leduc.
“It’s the same thing. You go off on
location and when you come
home to family and friends, their
lives have progressed. Your life
takes place in another place. And
50, it really does a number on real-
ity if these are the only worlds you
move in.”

In a place where people often
say things they don’t mean or
mean things they don't say, “There
is an illusion of niceties,” says one
longtime writer. “You have to
learn to get close—but not too
close, to telegraph accessibility but
not reveal too much.”
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“The business is totally subjec-
tive,” he says. The key to survivak
“learning to trust one's instincts
and to wear it [both rejection and
success| lightly. . . . Talented
people do make their way through
the maze, but don't be fooled, be-
cause it also “takes a great deal of
luck and timing.”

To remove oneself from the at-
mosphere could do more. harm
than good, he adds. “Technically,
the doctor is correct, but it isn't
practical. It's difficult because the
business is so time-consuming. If,
say, you're writing all day, you're
working in isolation. So you have
to go to the right clubs and the
right parties. It is very difficult to
have a . private, insulated life.
Again, that's nice for the doctor to
say, but it isn't practical.”

That'’s the double bind.

Quieting the Obsession
Yet Keeping the Dream

Breaking the spell doesn’t mean
shattering the dream. Leduc would
call it accepting that things end.
“To break the obsession . . . to
heal, you have to be able to cope
with loss and endings and accept-
ance of them. It's sobering.” -

It's a daily mantra, one that De
Sosa also cycles through.

In the last few years, Ler losses
have helped alter her perspective.
“It’s difficult,” she says, “to get out
of the loop of failure. . . . What I
wish our society would talk more
about is failure. It’s [the] art of life
and there are ways to use it.”

With a new manager and a
steady string of work, including a
one-woman stage show, “The Lem-
ony Fresh Scent of Diva Monsoon,”
opening this month at the Rose Al-
ley Theater in Venice, De Sosa is lit
with new purpose. She’s rebuilding
momentum, climbing up the hill
But this time a different one,

“1 think in this business you're
living for the future not the pre-
sent. Even now, after all I lost, 1
still phrase things around, ‘When
I'm famous. . . . When I get that,
I'l do this. , . ." We all do. It’s not
that I don’t still want it. I think that
I'm much more wise.

“I will never forget doing a
workshop and overhearing some-
one say: ‘Is that Ruth de Sosa?
What happened to her career? I re-
member when she was on the way
up.” And I'm thinking: Wow. No
one ever told me that! I think a lot
of people who are successful don't
always feel successful.

“If 1 were to write an autobiog-

- raphy, I would call it ‘Private Vic-

tories.’ I know inside of me what it
took for me. It may not look like
much to those on the outside, but
knowing my frailties, knowing my
strengths, I know what I've accom-
plished. It’s that sense inside that
you keep, because it is your spirit
and your essence that you have.”
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