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Chapter 1: The Meeting






Valentina Roberts checked her lipstick in the rearview mirror. Chanel Red No. 5. Not too bright, not too subtle. Her mother had taught her that the right shade of red could open doors or close them.

The Titan Pictures lot covered forty acres in Burbank. There were guard shacks, soundstages as big as airplane hangars, and golf carts moving between buildings. Val pulled her BMW up to the gate and lowered her window.

"Valentina Roberts for Harvey Kerwin."

The guard checked his clipboard. His eyes stayed on her face a little too long. Val was used to it. She had dark hair, olive skin, and green eyes her uncle Sal said came from an Irish great-grandmother no one mentioned. Men always looked. By sixteen, she had learned to use it.

"Park in visitor lot three. Someone will meet you at the executive building."

The gate lifted. Val drove through slowly, looking around. This was the dream factory, the place that made stars and money. In six months, she planned to own a part of it.

She parked between a Tesla and a Porsche. The executive building was all glass and steel, meant to impress. Val grabbed her Birkin bag, a gift from Uncle Sal for her twenty-fourth birthday, and walked to the entrance. Her heels clicked on the pavement. Her uncle always said confidence was most of the game.

A woman in her thirties waited in the lobby. She was blonde, thin, and wore an expensive suit. Her smile looked practiced, not real.

"Miss Roberts? I'm Julie English, Mr. Kerwin's executive assistant. He's ready for you."

They took the elevator to the top floor without speaking. Julie's perfume was strong. Her nails were bitten short under the French manicure. She seemed nervous, probably scared of Kerwin.

The executive suite had floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lot. Julie knocked once and opened the door.

"Mr. Kerwin, Miss Roberts is here."

Harvey Kerwin stood behind a desk as big as Val's first apartment. He was in his late sixties, with gray hair and sharp eyes that missed nothing. He wore a polo shirt and jeans. Here, power didn't need a suit.

"Thank you, Julie. Close the door."

Julie left. Kerwin looked at Val for a bit longer than necessary. She stayed calm. "Calm down, Valentina."

She took the chair across from his desk. Crossed her legs. Waited.

"Your Uncle Sal sends his regards," Kerwin said. "We go back a long way."

"He speaks very highly of you."

"I'm sure he does." Kerwin leaned back in his chair. "You know why you're here?"

"You owe my uncle a favor."

He laughed sharply. "Direct. I like that. Most people avoid saying it for twenty minutes." He opened a folder on his desk. "Vassar. English literature. Dean's list all four years. Internship at CAA last summer. Your resume looks good."

"Thank you."

"It's also bullshit," Kerwin said. "CAA didn't want you. Your uncle made a phone call. The internship was filing and getting coffee. You learned nothing."

Val's jaw tightened, but her voice stayed steady. "I learned this industry is all about relationships. Talent without connections doesn't get you anywhere."

Kerwin smiled. It wasn't warm. "Smart girl. Sal said you were sharp. He also said you're ruthless. That true?"

"I don't believe in second place."

"Good. Because this business will chew you up if you're soft." He closed the folder. "Julie is moving to our London office next month. I need a new executive assistant. Twenty-hour days, no weekends, everyone treats you like garbage, and the pay is insulting. You interested?"

Val had expected this. It was the lowest job, a test to see if she would run back to Uncle Sal and complain.

"When do I start?"

"Monday. Seven a.m. Don't be late."

"I won't be."

Kerwin stood up. The meeting was done. Val got up and shook his hand. His grip was firm.

"One more thing," he said. "Sal told me you're family. That matters to him, but not here. If you mess up, you're out. I don't care who your uncle is."

"I understand."

"Do you?" Kerwin moved closer. His cologne was expensive and a bit too much. "This isn't the Bronx, Valentina. Your uncle's name won't protect you at board meetings. You want to survive here, you need to be smarter than everyone else. Meaner. More willing to cut throats."

Val met his eyes. "I am."

For the first time, Kerwin's smile seemed genuine. "We'll see."

Val called Uncle Sal while she was still in the parking lot.

"How'd it go?" His voice was rough from fifty years of cigarettes.

"I start Monday."

"Good girl. Kerwin's tough, but he's the best. If you learn from him, you'll run that studio in five years."

"Three years," Val said.

Sal laughed. "That's my girl. Listen, Val. The world you're entering is full of sharks. If they sense weakness, they'll attack. You have to be the toughest one out there."

"I know."

"No, you don't. Not yet. But you will." He paused. "Your mother would be proud."

Val felt her throat tighten. Her mother had died when she was sixteen from breast cancer. It happened quickly and was harsh.

"Thanks, Uncle Sal."

"You need anything, you call me. Anything. Capisce?"

"Capisce."

She hung up and sat in her car, looking at the executive building. Kerwin thought she was just a spoiled mob princess pretending in Hollywood. Everyone else would think the same.

They'd learn.

On Monday morning, Val arrived at 6:45. Julie was already at her desk outside Kerwin's office and looked tired.

"You're early," Julie said.

"Traffic was light."

Julie gestured to a smaller desk in the corner. "That's yours. Computer password is taped underneath. Email login is on the sticky note. Kerwin gets in at seven-thirty. He wants his coffee ready. Dark roast, no sugar, splash of cream. Don't forget the cream."

"Got it."

"Phone calls go straight to voicemail until he says otherwise. He'll give you a list of people who get put through immediately. Everyone else can wait." Julie handed her a thick binder. "This is your bible. Every executive, every assistant, every producer on the lot. Phone numbers, email addresses, what they're working on. Memorize it."

Val flipped through the pages. Hundreds of names. Photos. Project titles.

"All of it?"

"All of it. If Kerwin asks you to call someone and you have to look them up, you've already failed." Julie's voice softened a little. "I know you didn't ask for this job. Everyone knows Sal Roberts made a call. That's fine. But if you want to stay, you have to prove you belong. Work harder than everyone else. Be smarter. Don't give anyone a reason to say you only got here because of your uncle."

Val looked up. Julie's face was neutral, but her eyes showed a hint of sympathy.

"Thanks," Val said.

"Don't thank me. Just don't mess up. If you do, it looks bad for me." The coffee machine was in a small break room down the hall. Val made Kerwin's coffee exactly as instructed and placed it on his desk at 7:28. She was back at her desk when he walked in at 7:32.

"Morning, Valentina."

"Good morning, Mr. Kerwin."

He disappeared into his office with his coffee. Val opened the binder and started reading.

By noon, she had memorized forty names. By five, she knew a hundred. Julie left at six and reminded Val to forward the phones to security at eight.

Val stayed until nine, reading. Learning. Planning.

The first week was tough. Kerwin barely noticed her, barking orders without looking up and forgetting her name twice. Val took notes, memorized schedules, and learned who was important.

Julie was patient but distant. She showed Val how to manage Kerwin's calendar, which was a military operation. Breakfast meetings at 7:30. Back-to-back conference calls until noon. Lunch with executives or agents or directors who wanted something. More meetings. Screenings. Drinks at the Tower Bar. Then home by nine to read scripts and watch dailies until midnight.

"He never stops," Julie said on Thursday. "You need to keep up or you're done."

Val kept up.

She learned that Kerwin liked his lunch from the commissary, always the turkey club, no tomato. That he hated being interrupted during budget meetings. That he was brutal to studio executives but respectful to writers, which surprised her.

"Writers are the only ones who can't fake it," he told her once, when she asked. "Directors, producers, they can schmooze their way through a career. Writers either have the words or they don't."

She also found out that Titan Pictures was struggling. The last three big movies had not done well. The board was worried, and Kerwin's contract would be up for renewal in eighteen months. Val kept that information in mind. Anything could be useful if you knew how to use it.

On her second Friday, Kerwin called her into his office at 7 p.m. She grabbed her notepad.

"Close the door," he said.

She did.

"How are you liking it so far?"

"It's challenging," Val said. "I'm learning a lot."

"You memorize that binder yet?"

"Most of it."

"Most isn't good enough. All of it. By Monday."

"Yes, sir."

Kerwin leaned back in his chair. "Julie says you're smart and don't complain. That's good. But being smart and quiet isn't enough. If you want to move up, you need to know how things work here."

Val waited.

"This business is about relationships and fear. Relationships get you in, but fear keeps you there. Do you understand the difference?"

"I think so."

"Then explain it."

Val thought before she spoke. "Relationships are alliances and can change. Fear lasts. People who fear you won't cross you."

Kerwin smiled. "Good," Kerwin smiled. "Good. Very good. Now, here's your first lesson. See that stack of scripts on my desk? They're from agents. Some are bad, some are great. I need you to read all of them this weekend. On Monday, tell me which ones are worth my time." 

"What am I looking for?"

"If I have to tell you, you're not worth training. Figure it out."

He turned back to his computer. Val took the scripts and left.

Val spent the entire weekend reading. She had a studio apartment in West Hollywood, barely furnished. She sat on her couch with coffee and worked through the pile.








