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Synopsis

Alice (Emily Grace), 18, seems never to have found her place, neither in her native New Hampshire nor in her own skin.  A demoralizing job and a depressed mother conspire to become an increasingly bleak wind at her back, eventually blowing this lonely bird out onto the open road.  She heads south to her friend Julie in Florida.  Hope.  Warmth?

Not long into her escape, things go horribly wrong.  First a couple of drooling rednecks pull along side, attempting to force her over for sex.  Then her car malfunctions and dies just off the highway ramp.  Her hidden stash of cash disappears.  Was it the rednecks?  Suddenly into her desperate chaos, step two mysterious Samaritans. 

Sandra and Bill (Judith Ivey and Bill Raymond) are a retired couple, apparently on permanent vacation in their roomy RV with all the amenities.  They offer to take the girl all the way to Florida.  Alice climbs aboard.  The flinty, no-nonsense Bill does all the driving and the wisecracking, earthy Sandra does most of the talking.  The irresistible southern belle says she’s a mom and plays the role to the hilt for the needy young woman on her own for the first time.  Though not quick to trust, Alice gradually takes to her generous surrogate parents.  

Just when her situation appears idyllic, Alice puts things together, making an uneasy discovery about just how Sandra and Bill make their living.  Is it by design or her choice that the penniless Alice enters their world?

Brief Synopsis

An ugly life at home and work sends young Alice (Emily Grace), south to a friend, but her car breaks down on the highway.  Two Samaritans appear out of nowhere, cheerfully offering to take Alice to Florida.

Sandra and Bill (Judith Ivey and Bill Raymond) are apparently on permanent vacation in their cushy RV.  The flinty, ex-marine Bill does the driving and the wisecracking, earthy Sandra does the talking. 

Before long the girl discovers how the couple earns a living.  Is it by design or her choice that Alice enters their world?

About the Production  

“It’s a great story and actors are always attracted to that” - Judith Ivey 

What Alice Found tells the story of a young woman’s escape from her small New England town.  She falls into the hands of a surrogate family, a retired “Snowbird” couple travelling south in their roomy RV.  It’s a world of rest areas, truck stops and RV parks – as Sandra puts it, “anywhere the snow ain’t.”   The film takes a look at whether the young woman is a victim of the choices she makes or is victimized by the people she encounters. Ultimately, it is this push and pull that drives the dramatic tension in What Alice Found.

Director A. Dean Bell first conceived of the basic story line after reading a newspaper article 15 years ago that involved a couple conning a young woman out on the highway. 

“The highway is something you don’t normally think of as frightening when you’re driving on it.  But it’s a different story when your car breaks down and you’re stranded on the shoulder,” explains Bell. “Every car that goes by is somehow ominous.”  It’s this thin line between the pedestrian and the frightening he wanted to explore in the film.  He adds, “Having spent a lot of time hitch-hiking when I was a kid, I also wanted to capture the idea of the highway as a means of escape from wherever, whomever.”

It wasn’t until 1995 that Bell was able to sit down and write the first draft of the script, with re-writes squeezed in a month or so at a time over the intervening years.   Producer Richard Connors read the script in the spring of 2000 and decided to start casting immediately.  Bell knew that he needed a strong actress for the part of Sandra, and offers went out to the strongest actresses in TV, film and theater. It was a difficult time for independent films: nervous investors insisted on stars, but Bell knew he didn’t need a star – he simply needed a damn good actress. Weeks became months, months became nearly a year, and between the tanking economy and the attacks of September 11th, all of their investors fled.  

The only bright side for the production during those dark days was while working on a one man show with Kevin Flynn, Bell and Connors met the actress Judith Ivey, who was coaching Flynn. Bell knew that he had found in Ivey his “damn good actress” to play the role of Sandra. The hitch was that her schedule wouldn’t permit her to work on the film until spring 2002.  Connors organized a public reading of the latest version of the script with Judith and a young unknown. He made sure some of their previous investors were in attendance. That night Bell knew he had found his world, and Connors raised enough money to begin shooting according to Judith’s schedule. Bill Raymond, who had only just returned to the US three days earlier from the set of Lars Van Triers’ DOGVILLE, was offered the part of Sandra’s husband.  Even though he was exhausted he could not turn down the opportunity to work with Ms. Ivey. 

What Alice Found was shot on digital video, a format which has been used and more frequently abused by independent filmmakers in the past few years – but when DV works, it can work profoundly well.  Director Miguel Arteta used the medium to great effect by capturing the intimacy of one character’s obsession and another’s complete discomfort with it in “Chuck & Buck,” while Thomas Vinterberg’s “The Celebration” brought the gory candor of the home movie to the explosive story of one family’s meltdown.  With WHAT ALICE FOUND, the 

DV format not only matches the travelogue-like structure of the narrative, the small cameras were an absolute necessity to deal with the intimate space of an RV. “A single bad choice sends Alice on her journey through the looking glass, and DV provides the visual departure for the audience to enter this strange world that exists behind the facade of what we take to be normal, “ said Connors, who not only produced the film but shot it as well. 

Adds Bell, “Our characters live unglamorous lives, far from Kodachrome and Panavision romantic fantasies.  We felt the tough, pragmatic, low resolution look of DV complemented the themes and accurately captured the film’s road trip narrative.” 

Bell’s intent was to capture the characters and Alice’s journey with the spontaneity and truth of a documentary.  The confining space of the recreational vehicle and the entrapment Alice feels was best depicted by placing the characters in this real setting and allowing them to play the scenes in, or close to, real time. 

“The RV turned into a convenient traveling set, unencumbered by tow rigs and camera mounts and lighting.  Certain days we would shoot traveling scenes on our way to a distant highway location.  We'd arrive at a rest area, shoot exteriors, then shoot travel scenes again on the way back to New York.  With a minimum of down time for the cast, it created an environment that was closer to theater than film,” says Bell.

Tony-winning actress Judith Ivey immediately took to the shooting style.  “This was my first time working on a ‘DV,’” she says,  “and I am quickly adapting to this new guerilla approach to filmmaking.  The story really lends itself to experimenting and improvisation, which is a tremendous opportunity to try out new things and flesh out this complex character.  For me, it is really a refreshing throwback to my early acting days when I was given the opportunities to follow some of my own visions. Working with this young crew brought me a lot closer to the pulse of the film world and it was really an awful lot of fun”

Principle photography was completed within a three-hour radius from New York City, including Connecticut, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and New York in addition to footage shot in New Hampshire and Massachusetts.    Geographic boundaries were further expanded when Bell and Connors went on a 2nd unit road trip to follow Alice’s journey through West Virginia, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia and Alabama.

The downside to shooting in such a tight space as an RV was that many crew members had to contort into crazy pretzel-like positions.  “The camera operator, script supervisor, sound recordist, and myself all squeezed onto the dashboard of the RV,” explains Bell.  “And if one person had to get up, everybody had to get up.  It gets even more fun when you combine that with traveling down the highway. God knows how many traffic laws we violated with all those people in a moving vehicle.  Then there was the motion sickness, which we won't go into here.”

Bell would be the best one to talk to about the set RV – he lodged in the vehicle full time during production.  At the end of the day’s shooting, he would say goodbye to the rest of the crew and cast, put in his dinner in the microwave, sit on the couch and watch the dailies on the 27 inch   television over the RV’s dashboard.  Producer and director of photography Richard Connors also spent many nights there along with the occasional crew or cast member who wanted to avoid the commute back to New York.   

The RV became an amazing low-budget production vehicle.  No matter where they were, they always had a bathroom, kitchen facilities, generator and an air-conditioned or heated holding area – and their set. After production wrapped, they returned the RV, which they leased with zero loss and damage charges – “a feat almost impossible in film production,” according to Bell.

Bell strove to create an ominous undertone for What Alice Found – “the sense that something’s not quite right,” he explains.  “Part of that comes from the fact that no one in the film tells the truth.  We never quite know what is real.” 

Alice's character is an amalgam of three different women that Bell has known in his life.  “It was a certain type who I always wanted to help, or at least understand.  This story offered me the chance to explore this character,” says Bell.  “The one common thread in the women I had known was an adolescent anger at their mother and a desperation to get away at any cost.”   

When casting the role of Sandra, Bell knew he need a strong, very experienced actress to play the film’s antagonist – one that was even stronger than the film’s protagonist, Alice.   “The role of Sandra is basically a 90 minute monologue: if the actress playing it were to fail, the film would fail,” observes Bell.  “But once Judith was on board I was confident.  Not only is she a stupendous actress but her theatre skills meant she could handle this kind of dialog and nuance the character’s development over the entire story.”

The filmmakers had originally planned for Sandra to be a little more flamboyant and sexier but found Judith Ivey had other ideas.  She chose much more conservative outfits which fit in perfectly in a story where nobody is who they appear to be and who gradually reveal who they are deep down.   “The exterior of the character was different from the interior, creating this dichotomy between the two,” explains Bell.  “If Sandra possessed any harder or tougher characteristics, Alice would never have accepted both Bill and Sandra as these sort of surrogate parents.”

Once Alice has left her own mother, she is happy to take on this new mother who’s fun, exciting and has an RV and money.  The ending result is a truthfully painful, yet somehow nurturing dynamic between Sandra and Alice – a mother/daughter relationship with an acid twist. 

As with the role of Sandra, Connors and Bell offered the role of Alice to a number of strong young actresses – but getting past their agents and managers was the hardest part of pre-production.   “I don’t want my client to play a prostitute” was one response they heard a lot, to which puzzled Bell and Connors to no end.  “We often wondered if those people actually read the script,” says Connors.  Deep down, he and Bell knew the would likely go to a newcomer, and they auditioned countless actresses.  Casting director Kristine Bulakowski knew she’d found the right person to play Alice before they did, in an actor's workshop, and felt she was the one almost immediately.  “ Emily came in, read for the part and we couldn’t help but notice how well she nailed the tricky New Hampshire accent,” explains Bell.  “Emily responded, ‘Well, I grew up in New Hampshire…I should be able to do it.’” 

The young woman they were looking to cast would also have to transform from an impoverished waif to a sexually secure woman over the course of the film, and Emily immediately demonstrated the necessary range. “She can be beautiful one minute and plain the next, and everything in between, “ says Bell.  “On top of it all, Emily is one of the most intelligent actresses I have ever worked with…. she was always thinking, thinking, thinking and you could see it on her face before a scene.”

###

FILMMAKERS

A. DEAN BELL
Writer/Director

A. Dean Bell is an award-winning filmmaker who graduated from the renowned Purchase College film school.  

Bell cut his teeth on the feature film spoof comedy Backfire!, which he wrote and directed for New York’s Corman-esque producer Chris Ingvordson.  The film stars Robert Mitchum, Telly Savalas, Shelley Winters and Kathy Ireland.  In Backfire!, Bell cast Kristen Johnston ("Third Rock from the Sun") and Mary McCormack (Private Parts, Mystery, Alaska) in their first screen roles. 

Bell is the executive producer/writer/director of ESPN's "SportsFigures," an educational television series. The show has won numerous awards including the Clarion Award for the best Children's Program, ages 11 and up for '99, '00 and ’03.

Bell teaches in the Dramatic Writing program at Purchase College and is currently underway with his next films, BLOWING HECTOR’S NOSE and PRESIDENT-X.  He is also in development with Fox television.  A. Dean Bell lives in Brooklyn, NY.

One of the great thrills of Dean’s career to date was when he was handed the 2003 Deauville Grand Prize trophy by Jury head and personal idol Roman Polanski.

RICHARD CONNORS
           (Producer/Director of Photography)


Richard Connors emerged in 1986 when the film/play DEEP SLEEP opened at La Mama in New York City.  He was director of photography, editor and projections designer. Written and directed by John Jesurun and starring Steve Buscemi, the production received the OBIE Award for "Best New American Play". 

In 1989 Connor wrote, directed and produced EDEN IS BURNING. Variety called the film, "an auspicious debut…crafted with great care…" JUST ANOTHER GIRL ON THE IRT (1992), on which he served as DP, received a Special Jury Prize at Sundance.  A decade later, WHAT ALICE FOUND premiered in Park City, winning a Special Jury Prize, this time for “Artistic and Emotional Truth".

Internationally, Richard has worked on a series of film, television and theater productions primarily in Asia.  These include THE QUIET AMERICAN (Production Advisor/Location Manager) and HEAVEN AND EARTH (Vietnamese Location Casting).   He has consulted on numerous productions including TOMORROW NEVER DIES, THREE SEASONS and ARMAGEDDON. This past summer, Connors was in Iraq shooting Barbara Kopple’s film WOMEN AT THE FRONT. 

Richard has an ongoing commitment to theater, including DENNIS CLEVELAND at Lincoln Center and FIRE AT KEATON'S BAR AND GRILL. The latter, a live/film jazz opera starred Elvis Costello and Blondie. His next theater project is John Jesurun’s FAUST, scheduled for BAM’s Next Wave Festival in 2004. Richard’s work is as cinematographer/producer on all these productions.
CAST
JUDITH IVEY

(Sandra)

Two-time Tony Award winner, Judith Ivey graduated from Illinois State University, and started working immediately at the Goodman Theater in Chicago and in television commercials in 1974.  After five years, she moved to New York, and had her first Broadway role within a year of arriving.  She has performed on the stages of Manhattan Theatre Club, the Public Theatre, The Second Stage, Circle Repertory Theatre, La Mama and the New Group as well as regional theatres.  She won her first Tony Award and her first Drama Desk Award for her performance in STEAMING.  Her second Tony Award and her second Drama Desk Award were given for her portrayal of “Bonnie” in HURLYBURLY. She received her third Tony nomination for PARK YOUR CAR IN HARVARD YARD with Jason Robards.  Other Broadway credits include BEDROOM FARCE, PIAF, BLITHE SPORIT, PRECIOUS SONS, VOICES IN THE DARK and, most recently, FOLLIES, her first Broadway musical.  Last January, she realized the longtime dream of playing Martha in WHO’S AFRAID OF VIRGINIA WOOLF? at Houston’s Alley Theater in her home state.  Judith also received the Obie Award for her Off-Broadway performance of Lanford Wilson’s THE MOONSHOT TAPE.   Other accolades include two Drama League awards and an honorary doctorate from her alma mater, Illinois Sate University.

Ivey made her film debut in Paul Newman’s HARRY AND SON.  Her other feature films include Gene Wilder’s  THE WOMAN IN RED, THE LONELY GUY, with Steve Martin, Agnieszka Holland’s WASHINGTON SQUARE, THE DEVIL’S ADVOCATE,  with Al Pacino and Keanu Reeves, Jay Roach’s MYSTERY, ALASKA,  LOVE HURTS and THERE GOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD, both with Jeff Daniels, BRIGHTON BEACH MEMOIRS with Blythe Danner, COMPROMISING POSITIONS with Susan Sarandon, and Bill Condon’s SISTER, SISTER.  Judith was honored for her film work by Women In Film with the Topaz Award.

In addition to the Hallmark Hall of Fame presentation of “Decoration Day,” with James Garner, she was nominated for an Emmy Award for her performance in Hallmark’s “What the Deaf Man Heard,” with Tom Skerritt and Matthew Modine.  A few other TV appearances include “We Are the Children,” “Half a Dozen Babies,” “The Long, Hot Summer,” “The Betty Broderick Story,” and Stephen King’s “Rose Red.”  Judith was a series regular in NBC’s “Down Home,” CBS’ “Designing Women,” and CBS’ “The Five Mrs. Buchanans,” Fox’s “The Critic” and had a recurring role in last season’s  “Will and Grace,” as Henry Connick Jr.’s mom.  Recently, Judith directed Kate Clark’s SOCCER MOMS at the Fleetwood Stage.  And, she is creating 14 roles in WOMEN ON FIRE by Irene O’Garden, being presented at the Cherry Lane Theater.

EMILY GRACE
(Alice)

A native of New Hampshire, 25 year old Emily Grace is a graduate of NYU's Tisch School of the Arts where she graduated with honors in 1999.   For the past two years, she has been studying with acting coach Sande Shurin in New York and is the co-founder of the non-profit company, In the Zone Productions. 

What Alice Found is Grace’s feature film debut.

BILL RAYMOND

(Bill)

Bill Raymond was born in San Francisco on September 9, 1938, like his co-star Judith Ivey –a Virgo.  His irrepressible faith in the moving image manifested itself early.  When his mother took him to the RKO Golden Gate Movie Palace at the tender age of six, he tossed his toy gun at the screen to a disarmed Hopalong Cassidy.  "Here, Hoppy, you can have mine," he exclaimed.  As Raymond puts it, "My suspension of disbelief was quite complete…."

That boy would grow up to make his first major film appearance in the cult classic, C.H.U.D.  After stints working as everything from a cab driver to a milkman, Bill Raymond was finally on the right side of the screen.  His development as an actor involved rigorous training with the San Francisco Mime Troupe, the San Francisco Actor's Workshop, and twenty years of work with the eclectic Mabou Mines Theater Company.  

Bill Raymond has gone on to appear in several dozen major motion pictures, 

including THE REF, THE CROW, 12 MONKEYS, SUMMER OF SAM, AUTUMN IN NEW YORK, THE HURRICANE, HOW I GOT INTO COLLEGE, QUICK CHANGE, MY NEW GUN, BABY IT’S YOU, EIGHT MEN OUT, CITY OF HOPE, WHERE THE RIVERS FLOW NORTH, and A STRANGER IN THE KINGDOM. Most recently, he's appeared in A HOLE IN ONE. 

His television credits include "Law and Order," " Miami Vice," and Stephen King's "Golden Years."  A recent TV appearance was as The Greek in the HBO series "The Wire."  Bill's passion of the moment is renovating a one room fishing shack on Hawtree  Basin in Queens, New York.
