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HORROR

PICTURE

SHOW

“Hello everyone, I am here with the director and one of the stars of the new horror film Before I woke.” Tina said in her best interview voice. It was one practiced and polished to sound just like everyone else. It was meant to be able to garner excitement for what she was about to say to sell a story and sound sincere despite being nothing more than rehearsed banality. She was a thin woman with long blonde hair and a little too much makeup. She was wearing a designer dress and uncomfortable tall heels. “Why don't you introduce yourselves.”

“My name is Erika Splendor.” One of the women stated. She was a tanned skin woman with long black hair. She wore a tight dark violet top and long black pants. “I play Sydney Hewitt in the movie.”

“I'm Sara Weeks.” The other woman explained. She was a forty-year-old woman with red hair and a freckled complexion. She was dressed in a long-sleeved white shirt and black slacks. “I am the director.”

“Why don't you tell me a little about the film.” Tina replied, trying to sound spontaneous despite the question being planned and written long beforehand. 

“Well in this movie I play a woman who is being stalked by an online bully.” Erika explained. “She posted an unfortunate word on social media and what started out as bullying turns macabre as her friends start dying off one by one.”

“Something pulled right out of todays headlines.” Tina said in her banal lighthearted tone. “It keeps me awake at night thinking about how something I might say online might come back to...haunt me.”

“It really is topical.” Sara added. “We live in a fast moving and ever-changing cultural landscape. Trends, memes, social movements all happen so fast and we can barely keep up with it. Who knows what we might post today that will be considered outdated or offensive the next day. We really owe the world to take responsibility to think of how our actions online are perceived.”

“I see, I see.” Tina replied with a mechanical nod. “It seems that every day we are faced with something online that causes a big stir and there is no way to predict it.”

“Totally.” Erika chimed in. “Like that rich CEO who got exposed as cheating by a jumbotron at the concert. Thought he could get away with it like most millionaires do but we live in a constantly recorded, constantly online world where you are responsible for your actions at all times.”

“That is what we are trying to portray in this picture.” Sara added, seeing a good segway back to her point. “We are trying to show people the consequences of their actions with this film in a kind of hyper exaggerated portrayal of cause and effect.”

“Why did you pick horror to do this with as a genre?” Tina asked, seeing a thin opportunity to ask a real question. “Surely drama or nonfiction might have been a better way to get this point across.”

“On paper those sound like better genres to say a message like this.” Sara nodded. “But those films are usually needlessly cerebral, and the message goes right over most peoples heads no matter how hard you hammer it in. Besides, movies like that might win Oscars and critical acclaim but they usually break even at best and are not consumed by anything close to a mainstream audience. Horror is always popular and usually at the cutting edge of the cultural zeitgeist. We can take an important message such as social responsibility and turn it into an exaggerated caricature, and it gets absorbed by the masses almost on a subconscious level.”

“I see, I see.” Tina said with a nod. “What do you say about people who want their horror movies to be just pure entertainment and not have some kind of deeper message. Cant entertainment just be entertainment?”

Sara scoffed. “I would ask these people why they don’t want to take social responsibility for the ills that plague the world? Why are they so determined to turn a blind eye to the problems that are desperately in need of solving? If these trolls spent half the time they spent complaining to actually trying to do something productive the world would be a much better place.”

“I don't like to get involved.” Erika chimed in. “I just want to act.”

Tina looked at Erika as if what she said was so out of left field before turning back to Sara. She suddenly smiled, the first real smile she had done since starting the interview. “So, tell me something. There are rumors that in order to finance your latest movie you made a deal with some overseas people with both political and organized crime ties and some people think that there is a massive money laundering and tax avoidance scheme in the companies that bankroll your films. With the success of your previous films why have you decided you needed to make this deal with the devil?”

Sara's face went beat red and she paused as if her hand was caught in the cookie jar. She slowly took a breath before responding. “Well first I would ask who has given you this information and why you took it as straight up fact.”

“I can't reveal my sources.” Tara said with a smile. “But inquiring minds want to know.”

“Convenient.” Sara said as she stood up and began to unhook her microphone. “Sounds like you are using excuses to cover up the fact that you indeed don’t have a shred of proof. I came here to talk about my movie and answer questions on the art of filmmaking not take part in gossip and slander.”

Sara stormed off the set as the cameras continued to roll. Tina looked at the way Sara had gone, seeming to have been hoping that her little bombshell had caused more of an effect. She then turned to Erika. “I don’t suppose you know anything about this behind-the-scenes creative bookkeeping?”

“No not really.” Erika admitted. “I let my manager do that for me.”

Sara stormed off of the set of the interview and got into the car the studio sent for her. She could not believe she had been blindsided by a damned entertainment reporter. She had so many balls in the air she could not allow such things to come at her but they always did. She was a hotshot director that had risen to stardom over a couple of early hits. Her films “Slashtag” and “Hit repost for murder” were surprise mega hits with a shoestring budget. They put her on the radar but such success also put a target on your back. It was easy to make movies with next to no budget when no one knew who you were because no one thought there was any point in trying to milk you for more money. However, now that she was famous with buzz around her name people thought of her as their ticket to fame and riches. People wanted bigger paychecks and pieces of the pie. Everyone was out to get what they thought they deserved, and a lean ten-million-dollar budget became twenty, then thirty and it seemed like the sky was the limit. Her current film “Before you woke" hit its twenty five million budget in the first week of filming. By the second week they were broke and out of money and in serious threat of being shut down. Sara could not let that happen and started making calls. The studio refused to release another cent. They only cared about what the accountants and shareholders wanted and couldn’t see the issues. She talked to brands, but they didn’t want to touch a controversial horror movie. That was when she went to the less than savory individuals. She hoped no one would notice, once the film was a success, once everything was in the past who would know...who would be hurt? 

Her thoughts were interrupted as her phone went off. She checked it and her stomach sank. It was Peter Gorman, the legendary producer. Normally she would be excited to hear from him but in that moment she was shocked and unprepared. She was in no shape to have a conversation with one of the most important men in her world and perhaps the biggest opportunity of her career. However she could not, would not leave it unanswered. She took a breath, gathering her wits and hit accept. “Hey there Mr. Gorman!”

“Sara!” Gorman replied in an almost too polite bold tone. “You don’t need to be so formal with me. Just call me Peter.”

“No problem Peter.” Sara replied in as calm a voice as she was able. “What can I do for you?”

“Just wanted to touch base.” Gorman continued. “I talked over with some people about you possibly directing the next movie in the Maelstrom of Fear franchise and they are very excited about it. We think that your unique direction and take will bring this multi billion dollar franchise to new heights.”

“I cannot begin to express my excitement about it.” Sara admitted. “I have so many ideas and I can't wait to-"

“That is of course that your current movie does well.” Gorman commented. “You do understand of course that even with my excitement and the agreement of my people there are still numbers involved. We need the hype that a director on such a hot streak as you can generate. We need to go into this with all of the advantages we can even before the first shot is shot.”

“Oh, I understand that.” Sara replied, thinly hiding her apprehension and anxiety over the implications of what was just said. “This movie is going to do amazing. I already can see it as being a cult hit.”

“Oh we need more than a cult hit.” Gorman corrected. “Cult hits traditionally only do moderately well in the box office in it's initial run and then make money over years of reissues and cross marketing. We need something with NUMBERS. It's not about the money you make when all is said and done its about the numbers you do out of the gate. I talked to the big wigs and studio heads and I promised them a five hundred million opening. They liked the sound of that so lets set that as your baseline.”

“Baseline?” Sara asked in shock. “Five hundred million dollars?”

“At least!” Gorman replied in such a casual tone it felt like it was supposed to sound like what he was asking was a simple task like going to the store and picking up milk. “Though a few hundred more above that would not hurt.”

“Sir.” Sara contested, trying to formulate her thoughts as articulately as possible. “This is a horror film. It will likely do well but those numbers are usually reserved for blockbusters and super hero movies. I think you might have to set your sights on something a little more realistic. We make one fifty it is a success for my studio.”

“Yeah, no.” Gorman replied, his kind and gentle demeanor changing to ridged absolutes. “I promised what I promised because that was the way that I could get this done. This is how the big fish do it and that ius how it’s always been done. I may come across as a producer and legendary filmmaker but that is only my title. What I am is a money maker. I make stuff happen and I change the industry. I do that by any means necessary. I really like your work and I like you Sara but let me be crystal clear. Our interest in you is based on the fact that you appear to be a great big shining star that is rising above the horizon to higher and higher heights. You have a great vision and creativity but that is only part of it. Anything gets in the way of this rise and you just become another director I a heap of thousands. I have backup plans and backup plans for my backup plans. So you just keep doing what you are doing and you don’t let anything get in the way of your movie becoming a five hundred million dollar mega hit. You understand?”

“I understand.” Sara replied in terrified astonishment and defeat. “I will do it...I swear to it.”

“Good.” Gorman replied. “Because this is either the new beginning if your career or where it comes to a screeching halt.”

Sara went to say more but the call abruptly ended. Such powerful people loved getting the last word and didn’t ever risk not getting it. Sara leaned back in her seat in the back of the car and sighed. The day that was already bad had gotten much, much worse. She had her work cut out for her and she could only imagine how she was going to tackle it.

Back at the studio Erika was standing next to the guest table snacking on donuts and finger foods. She liked acting and public appearances but one thing she liked more was free food. Her high heels were on the floor behind her, discarded once the cameras were off. They were expensive and looked good but if not for appearances they were practically unwearable.

Most of the crew was packing up, eager to get out because they weren’t getting paid past a certain time and union said if they weren’t being paid, they should not stick around. Tina walked over and took a bottle of water from the table and took a sip.
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