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Joined at the hip:
Brie and Franco in
Together

Stalter barrels toward
romantic misadventure
in Too Much

excessive vitriol of their respective
complaints. The appalled therapist
doesn’t find their situation so funny,
but she’s outside their loop of inti-
macy; they’re in cahoots, so keyed in
to one another that they enjoy each
other’s company over anyone else’s.
They draw us in too: you might find
yourself hoping against hope they can
pull themselves together.

SPLITSVILLE COMES AT the terri-
tory of squabbling spouses from an-
other angle. Kyle Marvin plays Carey,
a sweet if somewhat dull guy who’s
shocked and hurt when his wife of
14 months, Adria Arjona’s sexy-glam
life coach Ashley, announces that she
wants a divorce. Seeking solace, Carey
runs to his friends, Dakota Johnson’s
Julie and Covino’s Paul, though they
aren’t much help. They think that he’s
overreacting, that he’s merely provin-
cial. They tell him they’re in an open
marriage, suggesting that he should be
a little more freethinking himself.
Julie and Paul may think they’re
cool about everything—until Carey
and Julie sleep together once, in se-
cret. Paul finds out and blows his top.
For many couples, infidelity is a non-
negotiable breach of trust, never to

be forgiven. But Covino’s movie, co-
written with Marvin, mines the situ-
ation, and the chain of crazy events it
ignites, for its inherent comedy. The
movie falls apart in the wrap-up, but
it’s trying to get at some complex and
engaging ideas, chief among them that
spiritual loyalty may matter just as
much as, or more than, sexual fidelity.

But how do people ever get to-
gether in the first place? And what
happens when signals get crossed
early on? Oh, Hi! may be the most dar-
ing of all these movies, and the fun-
niest, albeit in sometimes deeply un-
comfortable ways. Molly Gordon’s
Iris and Logan Lerman’s Isaac haven't
been dating for long, but every-
thing seems to be going swimmingly;
they’re taking their first road trip to-
gether, an escape to a beautiful rented
house in the country. Upon arrival,
they immediately have hot sex. Then
Isaac makes them a fabulous dinner.
More hot sex will follow. But during a
moment in which Isaac is, for reasons
that shouldn’t be given away, particu-
larly vulnerable, Iris blurts out how
confident she feels about the future
of their relationship. That’s how she
learns that Isaac doesn’t consider their
“thing” a relationship at all. He thinks
they’re just having fun.

Iris, who'd previously seemed
mostly sweet, goofy, and crazy in the
fun way, suddenly comes off as crazy
in the not-so-fun way, certainly in
Isaac’s eyes. He’d merely told her the
truth, but in doing so, he’d crushed
her expectations. As he tries to explain
himself, her reaction becomes more
extreme. Their romantic weekend be-
comes an outright hostage situation,
played for laughs. Even French toast
becomes a kind of weapon.

Brooks and Gordon, who co-wrote
the script together, are having a good
laugh at the way women can go off the
rails when their expectations aren’t

Sometimes a dose
of bitterly funny
reality makes you
feel less alone

met. They’re also sympathetic to

the nature of romantic dreams—we
can’t help hoping for a happily-ever-
after, even when we know better. But
Oh, Hi! is also attuned to the way the
guy is almost always framed as the vil-
lain when a relationship doesn’t work
out, even if he’s just made a clueless
mistake. Women are supposed to be
more sensitive, more caring, maybe
even smarter than men. That doesn’t
mean we can never be wrong.

Oh, Hi! is outlandishly funny, but
it’s ultimately an unsentimental film.
If we convince ourselves that our
own feelings are king, are we making
enough room for the feelings of oth-
ers? The reality, one that these not-
so-romantic comedies reflect, is that
most humans don’t really fall in love—
we stumble into it. Maybe that’s why
audiences have responded so strongly,
both pro and con, to Lena Dunham’s
Netflix series Too Much, the follow-
up to her acclaimed show Girls, which
ended up, accurately or not, defin-
ing a generation. In Too Much, Megan
Stalter plays an outgoing but awkward
30-ish TV producer who’s transferred
from New York to London. There she
meets a not-so-charming (at least at
first) musician, Felix, played by Will
Sharpe, and the two embark on a
bumpy relationship.

Too Much is by turns endearing
and exasperating, a lot like clumsy
sex. Some may consider it a corrective
to the more sugary Emily in Paris. No
matter what, the new anti-romantic
comedies do require some patience.
And aren’t our real-life romantic
complications bewildering enough?
Please, just give us the fantasy!

Sometimes, though, a dose of bit-
terly funny reality makes you feel
less alone. Occasionally seized with
the impulse to murder your partner,
whom you genuinely love with all your
heart? Join the club. So intent on ro-
mantic bliss that you act a little crazy
when your crush rejects you? Jump on
the bandwagon. The only people who
can know the truth of a union are the
people inside it, but now and then it’s
fun to be a tourist in someone else’s
problems. And best of all, once the
lights come up, you're free to leave—
no legal documents required. O
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Two good men confront
the Task of forgiveness

BY JUDY BERMAN

CRIME DRAMAS, IN OUR DISTRACTED TIMES, TEND TO
front-load said crimes. More often than not, there’s a mur-
der within the first five minutes. This is only one of the
genre’s many implicit rules that HBO’s Task breaks. The
series from Mare of Easttown creator Brad Ingelsby opens
with a montage of quotidian scenes from the lives of two
men. Weary Tom Brandis (Mark Ruffalo) folds his hands
in prayer, dunks his face in a sink full of ice water, downs
Adpvil while driving. Rugged Robbie Prendergrast (Tom
Pelphrey) carries his sleeping son to bed, pours himself a
tall mug of coffee, perks up at a radio ad for a dating app.
These tender parallel portraits introduce the characters
whose analogous circumstances and divergent choices are,
more than any murder or mystery, the show’s central sub-
ject. Like Mare, but slightly more elegant in its plotting,
Task uses the detective-story format and the specificity of
its rural Pennsylvania setting to explore elemental human
problems. Whereas the former revealed the many ways in
which the responsibility for keeping families and commu-
nities together falls on women (an observation that informs
the new series as well), Ingelsby’s latest makes an astute

study of guilt, revenge, and forgiveness.

Task’s dual protagonists fall on opposite sides of the
law. Still hurting a year after his wife left him and their two
kids, Robbie works in sanitation with his best friend, Cliff
(Ratl Castillo). Recently, they’ve been meeting up at night
with a third friend to rob trap houses. The men disguise
themselves from targets who might recognize them, mostly
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subverts
expectations

without
sanctimony

Ruffalo plays an
FBI agent in an
impossible situation

members of a biker gang called the
Dark Hearts, with Halloween masks;
they brandish guns but avoid violence.
As far as felonies go, the bloodless
armed robbery of drug dealers ranks
low on the moral-outrage scale—until
avictim catches a glimpse of one as-
sailant’s face. Then, suddenly, Robbie
and his boys are murderers.

An FBI veteran on career-fair re-
cruitment duty in the wake of his
wife’s death, Tom is tapped to head a
task force investigating these crimes.
(Hence the show’s bland title.) His
staff, culled from a hodgepodge of
local law-enforcement groups, is
green. While Anthony (Fabien Fran-
kel) chats amiably, Aleah (The Under-
ground Railroad star Thuso Mbedu,
who should really be getting more
of this kind of work) is all business.
Lizzie (Alison Oliver), a young divor-
cée, just seems like a mess. Meanwhile,
Tom’s adopted son, Ethan (Andrew
Russel), is in jail awaiting trial; Tom
and his teenage daughter, Ethan’s bio-
logical sister Emily (Silvia Dionicio),
must decide whether to support him
in court despite the unimaginable pain
he has caused their family.

While the similarities between
Tom’s and Robbie’s lives pile up as
the series progresses, the most crucial
connections are immediately appar-
ent. Both men are fathers who love
their children fiercely but have come
somewhat unmoored since losing
their wives. (In lieu of criminal activ-
ity, Tom drinks too much.) In defiance
of their respective tough-guy roles,
both are also preternaturally gentle,
thoughtful, vulnerable. That their
contradictions cohere into believ-
able personalities is a credit to Ruffalo
and especially Pelphrey, whose plain-
tive delivery of lines like “I need a life
companion” could shatter your heart.

THERE ARE MOMENTS when Task be-
labors the comparison between its two
leads, though never to the extent that
Ingelsby’s ruminations derail a story
that only works so well thanks to its
richly shaded characters. This is not

a tale of good guys vs. bad guys. Vil-
lains emerge, to be sure. But the real,
rarer and less predictable conflicts

are the internal struggles of people



TASK: HBO; LONG STORY SHORT: NETFLIX

whose laudable intentions bump up
against desperate situations. This
liberates the show from the crime-
investigation-arrest plot arc typical
of this genre without robbing it of
suspense. Episodes are propelled, in-
stead, by rising tensions around the
impossible choices characters must
make. It’s easy to do the right thing
until someone wrongs you. How does
a good person respond when someone
hurts the people they love?

It’s refreshing that in a series so
concerned with masculine burdens
and bonds between men, many of
these multilayered characters are fe-
male. As in Mare, young women are
forced, often by the actions of the
men in their lives, to grow up early.
Robbie has moved into the home of
his late brother, whose 21-year-old
daughter, Maeve (Emilia Jones, excel-
lent), would leave town in a second
if the family could survive without
the domestic labor she exhaustedly
performs. Emily is torn between the
gratitude she feels compelled to show
Tom for taking her in and loyalty to
Ethan. There’s more to Lizzie and
Aleah than is initially apparent (al-
though I would have liked to see Task
go a bit deeper into Aleah’s life out-
side work).

Task subverts expectations without
sanctimony. It acknowledges that vio-
lent criminals can have kind hearts,
that law-enforcement leaders can
be as corrupt as biker-gang bosses,
and that sometimes when something
tragic happens, punishing the person
who’s nominally responsible doesn’t
always constitute justice. In a sub-
tly radical statement, at a time when
many Americans instinctively sort
strangers into political categories, it
refuses to stereotype characters based
on their tribe. Tom is a former priest
as well as an FBI agent, but he’s no
saint; it would be boring if he were.
The show’s emphasis on forgive-
ness, rather than justice as defined by
a flawed legal system, follows from
Tom’s faith as well as from the grace
it gives to each character. Even if they
can’t avoid the consequences of their
worst decisions, they can work to en-
sure that they aren’t ultimately de-
fined by them. O

TELEVISION

A family in full

The conventions of the animated
family sitcom haven’t changed much
in the 36 years since The Simpsons
set the template for shows like
King of the Hill, Family Guy, and
Bob’s Burgers. True to the cartoon
medium, the characters are outsize
and their adventures over the top.
And, in a custom that has been

key to their longevity, time doesn’t
really pass from season to season.
Unencumbered by the growing or
deteriorating bodies of human
actors, these series are setin an
eternal quasi present, within which
cultural references are constantly
updated yet (with the exception of a
recent Hill revival that fast-forwards
eight years) everyone stays around
the same age.

In Netflix's Long Story Short,
BoJack Horseman creator Raphael
Bob-Waksberg uses the elasticity
of animation to warp time in a very
different way, dropping in on a sin-
gular Jewish family a couple dozen
times from the 1990s to 2022 (and
once in 1959). Funny, idiosyncratic,
philosophical, and warm, if occasion-
ally more sentimental than BoJack
fans might like, it ties together
generations-spanning threads of
love and resentment to create an
intricate web of characters and
relationships.

At the center of that web are
siblings Avi, Shira, and Yoshi
Schwooper, whose last name pro-
gressively combines those of their
father Elliott Cooper (voiced by Paul
Reiser) and mother Naomi Schwartz
(Lisa Edelstein). Eldest son Avi
(Ben Feldman) is introspective,
self-righteous, determinedly secular.
Anger defines Shira (Abbi Jacobson),
the middle child. Their much younger
brother, Yoshi (Max Greenfield), is
the oddball of a family that, as Avi’s

quiet, blond girlfriend notices in the
premiere, was never itself a paragon
of laid-back normalcy.

As it yokes formative scenes
from the Schwoopers’ youth to
vignettes that trace the impact of
those moments on their adult lives,
Story takes up Jewish identity as a
central theme. Yiddish words pepper
conversations. The Holocaust is
never far from anyone’s mind. One
standout episode recounts Shira’s
wife Kendra’s (Nicole Byer) circuitous
conversion to the faith. Competing
visions of and attitudes toward Juda-
ism arise. (While Oct. 7 falls outside
of the first season’s time frame, Story
has already been renewed, and | hope
it will have the courage in Season 2 to
probe this fraught era for Jews around
the world.) Naomi is such an arche-
typal Jewish mother—pushy, control-
ling, critical, passive-aggressive,
self-dramatizing—that she often
reads as a caricature. But she is also,
we eventually discover, its heart.

Bob-Waksberg has an eye for
humorous details that ring true.
Paired with a great voice cast and
scribbly animation that translates
the Schwoopers’ angst into visual
terms, he gives us sly parodies of
'90s alt-rock posters on the walls
of Avi’s boyhood bedroom, a surreal
allegory where wolves run loose at a
middle school, and lines like “Uh-oh,
Mom'’s personality is starting.” Yet
Story also contains the universal,
meaning-of-life-level insights that
made BoJack a classic and his trippy,
underacknowledged Amazon series
Undone just as enthralling. Like
those shows, it is fascinated—and
moved—~by our subjective experi-
ences of relationships and of time,
and how the stories we tell ourselves
about those things make us the
people we are. —J.B.
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The books, movies, TV shows, and
albums we’ll be talking about all season

By Ben Rosenstock, Lucy Ford, and Shannon Carlin

@ MUSIC @ BOOKS

SEPTEMBER

4 The Paper

Greg Daniels, who adapted
The Office for U.S. audiences,
applies the mockumentary
format to the world of legacy
print media, training the
cameras on a flopping Toledo
newspaper. (Peacock)

1 Task

The new drama from Mare of
Easttown creator Brad Ingelsby
casts Mark Ruffalo as an FBI
agent investigating a spate of
violent home invasions in the
suburbs of Philadelphia. (HBO)

9 All the Way to the River
Nearly 20 years after Eat Pray
Love, Elizabeth Gilbert returns
with her fourth memoir,

which recounts—in stories,
poems, journal entries, and
drawings—the loss of the
love of her life.

10 The Girlfriend

Robin Wright goes in front of
and behind the camera for
this psychosexual thriller, as
a mother convinced her son’s
girlfriend (Olivia Cooke) is hid-
ing something. (Prime Video)

12 Play

Ed Sheeran launches his
second five-album cycle with
a “technicolor” project that
draws inspiration from Iran to
India and beyond.
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@ TELEVISION @ MOVIES

18 Black Rabhit

Jude Law and Jason Bateman
play two brothers, one a suc-
cessful restaurateur and the
other a black sheep who brings
drama when he re-enters his
sibling’s life. (Netflix)

19 Am | the Drama?

Cardi B’s long-anticipated
second studio album is set

to include 23 tracks recorded
over the past six years, during
which time she had three chil-
dren and a very public divorce.

23 The Lowdown

Reservation Dogs co-creator Ster-
lin Harjo follows a Tulsa, Okla.,
journalist (Ethan Hawke) unravel-
ing a web of corruption. (FX)

26 One Battle After Another

Paul Thomas Anderson teams
up with Leonardo DiCaprio for
an action thriller inspired by
Thomas Pynchon's 1990 novel
Vineland, shifting its story of
revolutionaries forward in time.

30 Chad Powers

Glen Powell stars in this com-
edy loosely based on the expe-
riences of Eli Manning when he
went undercover at Penn State
football tryouts. (Hulu)

30 Heart the Lover

Lily King’s sixth novel looks at a
love triangle’s lingering conse-
quences, as college paramours
reunite decades later.

OCTOBER

TBA The Chair Company

Tim Robinson brings his partic-
ular brand of insanity to a com-
edy about a man investigating

a conspiracy after a humiliating
incident at work. (HBO)

3 The Life of a Showgirl

Taylor Swift describes her
12th studio album as having
stemmed from “the most infec-
tiously joyful, wild, dramatic
place | was in in my life.”

3 The Smashing Machine

Dwayne Johnson is almost
unrecognizable in Benny
Safdie’s biopic about former
MMA fighter Mark Kert.

10 After the Hunt

Julia Roberts plays a Yale prof
facing a moral dilemma when
her colleague (Andrew Garfield)
is accused of sexual assault by
a student (Ayo Edebiri).

10 A House of Dynamite

Kathryn Bigelow’s first movie
since Detroit is a political
thriller about the White House
dealing with an incoming mis-
sile attack, with an ensemble
that includes Idris Elba and
Rebecca Ferguson.

10 Roofman

This crime drama casts Chan-
ning Tatum as a real-life fugitive
who robbed fast-food locations,
escaped from prison, and hid
inside a Toys “R” Us for months
before being captured.
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14

Ken Liu’s first book in a techno
thriller series sees a onetime
hacker caught up in the search
for a kidnapped artist.

14

Megha Majumdar’s novel

takes place over one weekina
dystopian near-future India, as
a woman searches for stolen
travel documents that will allow
her to escape to the U.S.

14

Nearly 25 years after The Other
Boleyn Girl, Philippa Gregory

is back with a historical drama
about Anne Boleyn’s sister-in-
law Jane, whose allegedly fab-
ricated testimony is believed to
have led to Anne’s beheading.

17 Good Fortune

Aziz Ansari’s feature directorial
debut stars Keanu Reeves as
a “budget guardian angel” who
body-swaps a struggling man
(Ansari) and his boss (Seth
Rogen) to undesired results.

22 Hedda

Nia DaCosta directs a reimag-
ining of Henrik lbsen’s Hedda
Gabler, with Tessa Thompson
in the titular role.

24 Bugonia

Yorgos Lanthimos reteams
with Emma Stone for a comedy
in which two conspiracy theo-
rists (Jesse Plemons and Aidan
Delbis) kidnap a CEO (Stone),
convinced she’s an alien trying
to destroy the planet.

24 Springsteen: Deliver

Me From Nowhere

Jeremy Allen White sports a
pair of brown contact lenses to
play the Boss in a drama built
around the making of Spring-
steen’s 1982 album Nebraska.

28

Zadie Smith finds light amid
darkness by focusing on art-
ists she admires, including
Kara Walker, Joan Didion, Cate
Blanchett, and Hilary Mantel.

NOVEMBER
4

Margaret Atwood’s memoir is a
travelogue through her life and
career, from a nomadic child-
hood often spent in the wild
forest of Northern Quebec to
her novels and activism.

4

Fifteen years on from the
award-winning Just Kids, Patti

Smith releases her fourth auto-

biography, following her rise
from an imaginative working-
class kid to a punk-rock icon.

4

Salman Rushdie releases a
collection of five stories set
across India, England, and the
U.S. that examine life, death,
and what might come after.

4

Bryan Washington’s follow-up
to 2023’s Family Meal sees a
young gay man struggling to
reconcile with his family when
his mother arrives on his door-
step looking to make amends.

6

Succession’s Sarah Snook
plays a mother who goes to
pick up her son from a playdate
only to be greeted by someone
who claims never to have heard
of him. (Peacock)

7

Vince Gilligan, creator of two

of the greatest shows of the
prestige-TV era (Breaking Bad
and Better Call Saul), returns
with a sci-fi drama also set in
Albuguerque, starring Saul’s
Rhea Seehorn. (Apple TV+).

13

A reclusive, grieving author
(Claire Danes) becomes
obsessed with her new
neighbor (Matthew Rhys),
areal estate mogul once
suspected in his wife's disap-
pearance. (Netflix)

14 The Running Man

Edgar Wright directs the
second adaptation of Stephen
King’'s 1982 novel, with Glen
Powell as a contestant who
must run from hit men for 30
days to earn a billion dollars.

14 Jay Kelly

Noah Baumbach'’s latest mines
the relationship between a
world-famous actor (George

SISO

Clooney) and his loyal long-
time manager (Adam Sandler)
during a trip to Europe.

21 Wicked: For Good

Following last year's cliff-
hanger, For Good picks up
on the friendship between
Elphaba (Cynthia Erivo) and
Glinda (Ariana Grande) as

it faces new challenges five
years later.

26

Stranger Things finally drops
the first part of its fifth and
final season. The Duffer Broth-
ers’ '80s nostalgia fest will
conclude on Dec. 31. (Netflix)

27 Hamnet

Chloé Zhao worked with
Maggie O'Farrell to adapt
the latter’s 2020 novel that
imagines Shakespeare (Paul
Mescal) and his wife Agnes
(Jessie Buckley) grieving the
death of their young son.
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8 QUESTIONS

Laufey The Grammy-winning, genre-blending musician
on pushing herself creatively, making her latest album,
and confiding in Norah Jones

You’ve said that the songs on your
new album, A Matter of Time, came
right from your diary. What made
you want to get so personal? I had
the confidence to. I also fell in love
for the first time, so it’s an album
about that, and the self-discovery
that comes with it. The whole goal

of the album is to illustrate the con-
trast between this glasslike beauty
and chaos that I feel within myself

so often; that I am needing to pres-
ent myself in a very pristine way, but
I'm fighting some sort of chaos on the
inside because I'm not letting it out.
With this album, I really just wanted
toletitall out.

Was that the inspiration for the
cacophonous instrumentals on
“Sabotage,” the last song on the
record? “Sabotage” is where the
album title comes from, and it’s kind
of the thesis. It’s about the fight be-
tween your external and your inter-
nal. It’s about the fear of sabotaging
something beautiful and of another
person finding out your true nature.
So with those [instrumental] distur-
bances, I wanted to interpret anxiety
and the noise in your head that kind
of blurs everything out.

“Forget-Me-Not” is a love letter to
Iceland, where you’re from. What
does that song mean to you? It’s
about trying to balance two cultures,
and the fear of losing the one you
moved away from. It’s something
that really plagues me all the time.
Am I Icelandic enough, now that I've
lived away from Iceland for seven
years? So I wanted to tell Iceland,
“Sorry I had to leave to go chase

my dreams,” and I wanted to hide

it within a love letter because, in
some ways, it sounds like I'm singing
about a person. There’s something
beautiful about that to me because it
kind of does feel like a long-distance
relationship.
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There is a lot of
talk about how
exactly to label
your music: jazz

or pop. Does
that ever get
annoying?

| wouldn’t say it’s annoying,

but I think it’s reductive.
I’'ve never felt like one

thing or another. That was
the biggest difference for
this album—I didn’t think

about genre. | was just like,

“My genre is Laufey. This is

a Laufey album.”

On “Snow White,” you sing about
the unfair beauty standards
women are often held to. Why was
itimportant for that song to make
it onto the album? I wrote it out

of frustration for not being able to
reach or achieve these standards that
are set for women that tour arenas or
walk red carpets. Striving for perfec-
tion is a dark, endless road because
the goalposts keep moving.

I think even women who aren’tin
the industry can relate, right? We
all have these impossible standards
thrust upon us, and we all have those
moments where we feel like the way
we look is way more important than
how we speak. I thought so much
about putting this song out—because
I’'m aware of my position as a role
model, and I'm aware of my words
being listened to by young women—
but I realized that sometimes feel-
ing seen or relating to someone is the
best feeling.

Who do you talk to when you want
to feel seen? I love dumping my
problems on Norah Jones. I don’t
know what it is, I think her voice is
just so comforting. Clairo is incred-
ible; Ilove talking to her. Olivia
Rodrigo—she’s just so balanced and
beautiful and kind. Conan Gray, as
well. Anytime I need to get anything
out of my system, Conan is the first
person I call.

A Matter of Time is your third
album. How do you think you grew
as an artist with this project? Lyri-
cally, I really let myself be incredibly
honest and not think too much about
how it was going to be perceived

by the world. I really tried to create
something unique. I didn’t think too
much about what box the album was
going to fit into. I didn’t want to be
held back, so I kind of just let myself
be free. —ERIN MCMULLEN
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