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Keri Russell stars as U.S. Ambassador to Britain Kate Wyler in the world of high-stakes global diplomacy in the Netflix series, "The Diplomat."

TELEVISION

Russell goes from silky spy to sweaty ̀Diplomat'
Avid fans must adjust to her new role
BY JOCELYN NOVECK

ASSOCIATED PRESS

The first sign is the hair. Not
exactly a total mess. But definitely
not neat, either.

Keri Russell's hair on "The
Diplomat," her new Netflix series
set in the world of high-stakes
global diplomacy, is the hair of
a woman — in this case, the U.S.
ambassador to Britain — who
simply had more urgent things
on the morning to-do list than a
blow-out. Like briefing the White
House or huddling with the CIA
station chief.

Ms. Russell's Kate Wyler also
sweats — a lot. Which, like the
messy hair, is something you
never saw from Elizabeth Jen-
nings, the Soviet spy Ms. Russell
played with impeccable, deli-
cious cool for six seasons on "The
Americans."

Indeed, fans of that FX show
will surely gasp at the sight of Ms.
Russell's Kate raising her arm so
her husband can take a whiff and
advise if she needs a shower. Just
SO not Elizabeth.

Ms. Russell laughs as she
confirms that indeed, sweat was
foreign to Elizabeth, whose blood
ran cold while Kate's runs decid-
edly hot.

"I always used to think of
[Elizabeth] as like a panther,"
she said in an interview ahead
of the first season of "The Dip-
lomat," created by Debora Cahn,
which dropped April 20. "Very
little movement. And I always
wore this really cool eyeliner,
and my hair was perfect — all
very smooth and panthery. This
character, Kate, is not that! I'm
constantly sweating, the hair is a
mess, and it's probably a lot more
like most of us in life:'

It's been five years since we
saw Elizabeth in that searing
"The Americans" finale, standing
next to husband Philip (real-life
partner Matthew Rhys) and gaz-
ing out at Moscow, their covers
blown, contemplating a future
(spoiler alert!) without their kids.
"We'll get used to it" was her last
line, delivered in Russian.

But for some avid fans, it
wasn't so easy to "get used to
it," and they still wonder obses-
sively what Elizabeth and Philip
might be doing these days. The
actors were asked that question
once again at a 10th-anniversary
reunion panel last month at the
Paley Center for Media. Ms. Rus-
sell had a pantherlike response,
saying the ending was so per-
fectly written (by Joel Fields and

Joe Weisberg) that she simply
preferred to leave it there.

It was also great writing, Ms.
Russell said, that has brought her
back to TV. Busy with three kids,
she was definitely not looking for
a new show.

But then "The Diplomat"
came calling. Series creator Ms.
Cahn is a veteran of both "The
West Wing" and "Homeland:' and
"The Diplomat" can credibly be
seen as a mashup of the two —
with some spicy "Veep" humor
thrown in — just for starters.

"For me, it's always about the
writing:' Ms. Russell said, "[and]
this is so smart and acerbic and
full of all this political jargon, but
it's funny, too. [Ms. Cahn] has this
real take on the minutiae of life
and relationships."

And when Ms. Russell said
the new show is "just lighter:'
she doesn't mean simply that she
isn't killing people and stuffing
them in suitcases. "I mean, this
character is nervous and sweaty
and awkward and messy, and it's
fun to get to do that, you know?"

Like many, Ms. Cahn was a fan
of "The Americans," and said Ms.
Russell was the dream choice for
Kate — "the moon shot" — an
actor with the rare ability to por-
tray power and gravitas, but then
turn on a dime to display expert
physical comedy.

"From the hair to everything
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else — falling down and dropping
things — and just having an air
about her of being on the verge
of falling apart all the time:' Ms.
Cahn said, "that takes a tremen-
dous amount of skill and sense
of comedy. And that's what the
role needed."

Not that Kate isn't competent.
A career diplomat, she's about
to become ambassador in Kabul
when we meet her, a role that
would tap her wealth of experi-
ence in the region.

But then a British aircraft
carrier is bombed — by whom,
we don't know — and there's
no envoy in London. The U.S.
president himself (Michael McK-
ean, part of a superbly cast en-
semble) asks Kate to take the
job, traditionally a political ap-
pointment with little substantive
responsibility.

Suddenly Kate is living in a
palatial English home, and aides
are bringing racks of cocktail
dresses. Kate does not like
dresses. She likes pantsuits and
only black ones, so that when
you use your water bottle before
a briefing in the Oval to clean
the yogurt stain from breakfast,
it doesn't show.

"She is frazzled — a lot:' Ms.
Russell said of Kate. "But she's
the behind-the-scenes person
who will get things done. She's
messy, in a great way."

After 50 years, Blume's 'Margaret' gets film adaptation
BY LINDSEY BAHR

ASSOCIATED PRESS

T
here is not a cynical
molecule in the big-
screen adaptation of "

  Are You There God? It's
Me, Margaret:' a sweet, playful
and reverential adaptation of
Judy Blume's famed coming-of-
age novel about the everyday
problems of an 11-year-old girl.

Perhaps it shouldn't have
been earth-shattering for
someone to write frankly about
puberty for an audience who
was going through it, but it was
and, in many ways, still is.

In one scene, Margaret (Abby
Ryder Fortson), who has not yet
started menstruating, decides to
get ready for it by buying some
pads at the convenience store
with her friend Janie (Amari
Alexis Price).

The two girls watch in hor-
ror as the older woman at the
checkout counter leaves for a
break right as they approach and
is replaced with a shaggy-haired
teenage boy. In a panic, Margaret
throws a pack of mints on the
boxes.

Writer-director Kelly Fremon
Craig ("The Edge of Seven-
teen") relishes in the excruciat-
ing awkwardness, letting time
slow down as the conveyer belt
screeches along.

It's one of many lovely mo-
ments that evoke the strange-
ness of being 11. Not only are you
dealing with the normal pains of
everyday existence and coming
to terms with the fact that your
parents just might be people too
— you and all of your classmates
are morphing at wildly different
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Abby Ryder Fortson (left) stars in "Are you There God? It's Me,
Margaret." The cast includes (second from left), Amari Alexis Price, Elle
Graham and Katherine Kupfere.

and confusing rates. In one of
the too-few shots illustrating
Margaret's literal point of view,
the camera moves in to gaze at
the armpit hair of a local boy,
Moose.

The wildest thing about "Are
You There God? It's Me, Marga-
ret:' which opened in theaters
Friday, is that it took Ms. Blume
this long — over 50 years — to
let Hollywood do it, at least of-
ficially. There have been decades
of films and series and books
that have been created in the
image of Ms. Blume and her per-
fectly imperfect young heroine,
who may technically be stuck
in 1970 but whose problems —
faith, crushes, friends, bodies,
parents — are evergreen.

This familiarity is both a
strength and a weakness of the

film. There is a wistful comfort
to watching this turbulent year
in Margaret's life during which
her parents, Barbara (Rachel
McAdams) and Herb (Benny
Safdie), move the family away
from New York City, her friends
and her beloved grandmother
Sylvia (Kathy Bates, resplendent
in sparkly caftans and semi-
matching sets) — and into the
unknown: suburban New Jersey.

But there's also a feeling that
we've seen a lot of it before.

One of the things that made
the book so meaningful to so
many was its unabashed hon-
esty. It didn't sound filtered or
self-conscious. It was just the
truth of a young girl's weird,
complicated, naive, cruel, kind
and fanciful mind and some-
times it was even unflattering

and (gasp) unlikable. It was like
peering into another person's
diary that was sort of safe be-
cause it's not your own, but sort
of dangerous and transgressive
because you realize you've also
had thoughts like this. In the
end it was comforting to know
that you weren't alone.

The film handles Margaret's
confessionals in a haphazard
way. Sometimes she talks out
loud to herself in her bedroom,
sometimes it's in voice-over. But
a lot of that stream of conscious-
ness goes unsaid. And what is
said sometimes comes up short.

Without a history with the
book, though, there is still plenty
to enjoy — from the pleasant
presence of Ms. Fortson to a
truly great performance from
Ms. McAdams, who elevates
every scene she's in.

Ms. Blume, also the subject
of a terrific documentary "Judy
Blume Forever" (now stream-
ing on Prime Video), called
`Are You There God? It's Me,
Margaret" a nostalgia piece,
meant for women who grew up
reading her. Perhaps she knows
that for whatever reason, there
is a distance between the viewer
and Margaret in the film, which
is the opposite of the experi-
ence of the book. At times, it
even feels a little sanitized and
rushed — checking off boxes,
even dramatic climaxes — to get
to the end of the year.

Movies like these barely exist
anymore, and certainly not in
theaters. Tween girls would do
well to seek out "Are You There
God? It's Me, Margaret:' It has
all the makings of a classic for
the next generation.

Ex-girlfriend believes
she wasn't cheating

DEAR ABBY: My
longtime girlfriend
and I broke up
recently. One of the
reasons was be-
cause we didn't agree on a
definition of cheating. She
met a friend through work
whom I met once, and what
I saw and heard during that
interaction screamed he
was a sleaze who wanted
to move in on my girl. I
voiced my concerns and
asked her to stop seeing
this friend, and she agreed.

A week later, she
renewed the friendship,
communicating through
Snapchat. For six months
she would have drinks with
him, go places with him
and have conversations
with him without telling
me. She swears they never
did anything physical. I
had seen the signs — from
time to time I'd notice she
wasn't where she said she
would be, the car would
smell like smoke, and we
were growing apart.

One day, I finally had
had enough and we agreed
to separate. Since our first
day apart, they have been
together. I have told her
she cheated on me and
I couldn't trust her. She
insists she wasn't cheat-
ing and I should have been
more self-confident and
trusting. When two peo-
ple's definition of cheating
differs, what do you do?
Who is right? — WONDER-
ING IN WYOMING

DEAR WONDERING:
YOU are right! Your former
girlfriend was sneaking
around seeing someone on
the side and lying about it.
That behavior is the DEFINI-
TION of cheating. Stop
arguing with her, and be
glad that the relationship is
over and you are free to find
an honest woman to love. I
hope the two of them wind
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TODAY'S BIRTH-
DAY (May 1). Since
you'll live in the
world you know is
possible, new life-
styles involve expanding the
known possibilities. The year
unleashes your wild creativ-
ity, and you'll jump from an
old paradigm to a new one
inspired by your imagina-
tion. More highlights include
heaps of love, the admiration
of children or students and
three significant financial bo-
nuses. Libra and Pisces adore
you. Your lucky numbers are:
1, 7, 3, 9 and 15.

ARIES (March 21-April
19). Ideally, you live in a way
to offer continual evidence
that the world is better be-
cause you're in it. If you aren't
improving things, you'll be
learning ways or watching for
the opportunity to do so.

TAURUS (April 20-May
20). While you wouldn't
dream of giving up on what
you really want, you also
realize that humans do not
always want what is in their
best interest. You are wise
to keep an open mind in
determining which pursuits
are worthy.

GEMINI (May 21-June
21). Since you never know
what another person has ex-
perienced or is dealing with
right now, you err on the side
of tenderness. With a kind
word, dark moments can be
stirred in such a way to bring
in the light.

CANCER (June 22-July
22). How can you tell you're
choosing the right thing
to work on? If it has the
potential for significant and
meaningful impact, it's worth
doing. Is it also easy? Do it
right away. Is it difficult? Do
it little by little.

LEO (July 23-Aug.
22). When you believe in
something, your conviction
is often enough to pull you
forward. But if something
shakes the belief, momen-
tum dies. This is part of the
reason you are so driven to
know the truth, which is, by
definition, unchanging.

VIRGO (Aug. 23-Sept.
22). You run toward the

up together because
they deserve each
other.

DEAR ABBY:
My ex-husband

died three years ago. We
have three grown daugh-
ters. He wrote in his will
that I was not to be at his
funeral, which was hurtful,
as we had been married
for 30 years. My two older
daughters felt it necessary
to abide by his wishes.
This happened during the
pandemic, so not much
was done except his burial.
He didn't remarry, but the
woman he left me for was
very much a part of all the
planning.
My two older daugh-

ters are now planning a
celebration of life for him.
The problem is that they
live out of state and they
want to stay with me. I do
not want to be involved in
any of this "celebration" or
even host them. Their rela-
tionship with their father
during their growing-up
years was turbulent be-
cause he was an angry per-
son most of the time. Now
he's their hero, which I also
find painful because I was
always their "protector:'
Am I looking at this all

wrong? What's your advice
in dealing with this situa-
tion? — SURVIVOR IN THE
WEST

DEAR SURVIVOR: You
had a long, unhappy mar-
riage and a difficult divorce
that involved another
woman. You can't change
the way your two older
daughters feel about their
"hero:' Tell your girls they're
welcome at your home any
time they visit, BUT because
there are so many unpleasant
memories associated with
this particular event, you
prefer they bunk elsewhere
this time.
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challenge because
you know that no
matter how far into
the endeavor you
get, it's better to have

the experience than not.
Setbacks are inevitable, but
you have the strength and
resilience to keep going.

LIBRA (Sept. 23-Oct.
23). Keep at it. Tenacity will
bring the result. That said,
the art is in making it look
easy. Today's aim will be
best accomplished without
sweat. If people think you're
trying too hard, you'll be less
influential.

SCORPIO (Oct. 24-Nov.
21). You've a gift for knowing
when to blend in and how
to assert yourself when it's
your turn. Your work weaves
in with that of others and
patterns emerge. It will seem
you were always headed
toward unmistakable beauty.

SAGITTARIUS (Nov.
22-Dec. 21). You're in a
mood to skip the plan and
get right into action, but run
this through your head a few
times before you launch. It
will keep you from forgetting
anything essential to your
success.

CAPRICORN (Dec. 22-
Jan. 19). In the movies, big
changes happen in an instant.
Reality more often involves
small changes that, over time,
create a new circumstance.
You continue with little acts
of grace and watch a better
world slowly take shape.

AQUARIUS (Jan. 20-Feb.
18). Reciprocal relationships
thrive. Even so, the currency
reciprocated may not be the
same for each person. For
instance, Person A may give
undivided attention to Per-
son B, who offers in return
the sense of purpose that
comes from being needed.

PISCES (Feb. 19-March
20). You won't have to
worry about networking or
outreach because doing what
you love will draw the like-
minded to you. Your enthusi-
asm has magnetism. Revel in
what you find exciting about
the endeavor and share your
enjoyment.
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