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Chapter 1: The Professor






Val stood before eighty students at UCLA's School of Theater, Film and Television on a Wednesday afternoon. She was teaching Ethics and Leadership in Entertainment for the fourth semester.

At thirty-six, she was a former CEO of Constellation Media Group. Now, she worked full-time as a professor and had founded the Roberts Institute for Ethical Leadership in Entertainment.

It had been three years since she stepped down as CEO, and two years since Uncle Sal was released early from federal prison. He now lived on his own in a small Boyle Heights apartment, worked at the Institute four days a week for his community work placement, and met his parole officer every Tuesday morning.

He was rebuilding his life, slowly, taking it one day at a time.

"Today we're discussing power dynamics on film sets," Val said. "Specifically, how directors abuse power and why crew members stay silent."

A student raised his hand—Brad, she thought. He seemed confident, probably wealthy. "But directors need absolute authority. Otherwise, nothing gets made."

"Absolute authority and abusive authority aren't the same thing. You can have creative control without screaming at your DP or sexually harassing your lead actress."

"But some of the greatest directors were difficult. Kubrick. Hitchcock. They got results."

Val set down her marker. She had this conversation every semester, the one where students defended toxic behavior because it led to great art.

"Let me tell you a story. When I was Studio President, I greenlit a film by a director named Martin Cross. Brilliant. Visionary. Also a nightmare. He screamed at crew. Made actors cry. Created an environment so toxic that three people quit mid-production.

"The film was incredible. Won awards. Made money. Martin got praised as a genius.

"Two years later, one of the actors from that film committed suicide. He'd been struggling with depression. The toxic set environment had pushed him over the edge. Martin never apologized. Never acknowledged his role. Just moved on to his next project."

The classroom fell silent.

"So here's my question: Was that film worth a human life? Was Martin's artistic vision more valuable than treating people with basic dignity?"

No one responded. 

"That's the conversation we're having today. The real cost of 'genius.' The price other people pay for someone else's art. And whether there's a different way."

After class, a young woman approached Val's desk. She looked South Asian, in her early twenties, and carried a nervous energy.

"Professor Roberts? I'm Priya Sharma. I was at your Stanford lecture two years ago."

Val remembered her as the young woman who had cried when Val encouraged her to be amazing on her own terms.

"Priya. You switched to UCLA?"

"I transferred last year. And I switched majors. From business to film studies. Because of what you said. Val felt a surge of emotion. "How are your parents handling it?"

"They're... adjusting. They still don't understand why I'd give up a high-paying career for nonprofit work. But they're trying to support me."

"That's all you can ask for." Val gathered her materials. "How can I help you?"

"I want to intern at the Roberts Institute. I know you probably get hundreds of applications. But I need to work somewhere that aligns with my values. Somewhere that's actually trying to change the industry instead of just perpetuating it."

Val studied her. Saw herself ten years ago. Same hunger. Same idealism. But without the ruthlessness.

"The Institute doesn't pay. It's grant-funded and barely breaking even. You'd be working long hours for no money."

"I don't care about money. I care about doing work that matters."

"Famous last words." Val smiled. "But okay. Send me your resume. We'll find something for you."

Priya nearly jumped. "Really? Just like that?"

"Just like that. I believe in betting on people who believe in the right things. You believe in ethics. That's rare. Let's see if we can keep that alive."

That evening, Val drove to Uncle Sal's apartment in Boyle Heights. Thursday was their regular dinner night, a tradition for six months since he had settled into independent living.

She found him in his small kitchen, stirring sauce with a look of concentration.

"Smells like Mom's bolognese," Val said.

Sal turned. Smiled. "I'm getting better at it. Took me two years to remember the right amount of garlic."

They ate at his small kitchen table while Sal talked about his week. He had worked at the Institute from Monday to Thursday, met with his parole officer on Tuesday, and attended his required community support group on Wednesday evening.

"How was the group?" Val asked.

"It's depressing. Most of the guys don't want to be there—they're just waiting for parole to end. But there's one kid, Miguel, nineteen, who got out after three years. He wants to go straight. We've been talking."

"What about?"

"We talk about life and choices, about how to build something legitimate when all you know is the opposite. He reminds me of you—smart, hungry, and at a crossroads."

"You should mentor him. That's what you're good at."

"Sarah Park said the same thing. Wants me to develop a formal mentorship program at the Institute. Kids from families like ours. Trying to go straight."

"Would you do it?"

Sal thought carefully. "I'd be honored. But I'm still on parole. Still supervised. Would people trust me with kids?"

"I trust you. Sarah trusts you. Let us worry about optics. You just focus on doing good work."

After dinner, they washed dishes together. The ritual had become special, reminding them both of Teresa, of family, and of rebuilding what was lost.

"Parole officer give you any trouble this week?" Val asked.

"No. He's decent. Understands I'm trying. Doesn't treat me like a criminal. Treats me like a person making amends."

"That's all you are. A person making amends."

On her drive home, Val thought about redemption. It wasn't dramatic or a single moment of change. It was made up of small choices—Thursday dinners, washing dishes together, and slowly rebuilding trust.

That was the real work—not grand gestures, but consistently showing up.

Friday evening, Val had dinner with James Royce. The documentary filmmaker she'd been engaged to for eighteen months. They were finally setting a wedding date.

"March," James said over homemade pasta. "Spring wedding. Small ceremony. Maybe at the Institute?"

"March works. Institute is perfect. Small is mandatory. I want fifty people maximum."

"Fifty people who matter."

"Exactly."

James refilled their wine. "How's Sal doing? You saw him yesterday, right?"

"He's good. Talking about developing a mentorship program. For kids from mob families trying to go straight. Sarah Park wants him to do it."

"That's perfect for him. Uses his experience. Gives him purpose."

"He's worried people won't trust him. Because of his record."

"People trust you. And you destroyed careers. Sal just paid bribes. If you can rebuild trust, anyone can."

Val laughed. "That's a low bar. But thanks."

After dinner, they watched a movie, one of James's documentaries about urban beekeepers. Val fell asleep halfway through and woke up on his couch with a blanket over her, James reading nearby.

"Sorry. Your bees were boring."

"All my documentaries are boring. That's how you know they're good."

Val sat up. "Want to tell me why we're taking eighteen months to plan a wedding? Most people do it in six."

James set down his book. "Because you're scared. You don't trust good things. You keep waiting for me to leave. To realize you're not worth it. So you're stalling."

"That's very perceptive."

"I've been filming you for three years. I notice patterns."

"And?"

"And I'm not leaving. You can stall all you want. We'll get married when you're ready. I'm not going anywhere."

Val felt tears. "What if I'm never ready? What if I'm too damaged?"

"Then we'll be damaged together. I have my own issues. We'll figure it out."

That night, lying in bed at her condo, Val thought about trust. For decades, she hadn't trusted anyone. She used people, discarded them, and built walls.

James was asking her to tear down walls. To be vulnerable. To believe someone would stay.

It was the scariest thing she had ever tried—scarier than being a CEO or walking away from power.

But maybe that was the point. The real work wasn't building empires, but building the capacity for trust, for love, and for believing you deserved someone's patience.








