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Prologue



I see it now.


I look at the free newspapers I collect on my commute, so much detritus abandoned on the seat of a subway car. In these crinkled pages, I recognise names from my earlier life. Faces I saw at a private club, or an after-party, or an awards ceremony where I sat wearing borrowed jewellery and a borrowed gown, like all the rest of that vaunted, posturing audience.


Now, in 2017, I sit among a different audience. The ordinary folk, who commute on the shuddering subway through Brooklyn, already counting down the hours to when we will leave our offices and ride this same way back, in the opposite direction. We who pick through the papers to catch a glimpse of that celebrated life – what do we really know of these marquee names, these reputations now ground into the dust?


Deep down, I am quietly ecstatic – and enthralled. What latest studio head or screen icon will find his past circling back on him? In horror films, there is the silent horde of the undead, dragging the villain down to a well-deserved fate.


Some things we cannot bury, no matter how much we obscure them with gift bags and PR statements and smiling photographs. The truths live on, even though their traces can only be found if we’re looking: in the comments that were edited out, the glances in unpublished photos, the meetings which took place behind closed doors but were followed by strange silences. Or one-way messages, never returned.


So we are all seeing it now.


I saw it then, too. But I pretended I didn’t.


I look at the life I thought I led, and what I see now: projected as if from a missing reel, newly rediscovered. The two images flicker, shift into focus.


I still can’t make sense of it, but I’m trying. I squint into the light, and I hope I haven’t been blind this entire time.


In some way, I know it is coming, even before I hear from the outside world. When it happens, it is through slow, old-fashioned, respectable email.


Not through the fast-firing synapses of social media, because I am difficult to find on those channels. I am no one of note, and no one would particularly want to follow me, this stale thirty-nine-year-old woman. I lead a simple life now, riding the subway to my office and my classroom at an unremarkable local college. And then, back in the evenings to my silent apartment.


But this morning on my computer screen, an email appears. Unbidden yet demure, an uninvited guest waiting to be noticed.


A name that has never appeared in my inbox before, but which I recognise right away.


Even now, I know what it is about, though the subject line is so neutral, seemingly harmless: Some questions related to a New York Times investigation.


My heartbeat vaults within a millisecond, and I force my eyes to the rest of my emails. A blip of excitement in my otherwise dull day-to-day. For a moment, I am reminded – of what it had been like to get dramatic emails in my inbox by the hour, even the minute. An office buzzing with activity, the forgotten thrill of being there, in the middle of things.


And then, just as promptly, a wave of some other buried emotion takes over. A ghost I wish I’d never summoned.


I choose not to open the email. There are other, soothingly humdrum matters to attend to: student assessments, a utility bill to pay, the department’s autumn barbecue.


When I leave to teach my first class, that email remains unopened. But it hangs somewhere at the back of my mind, like some dusty, disused tool at the darkened far-end of a shed.


As much as I try to ignore it, I know it is there.


It sits in the gloom, waiting for me.





Chapter 1



Screenwriting 101 is literally called Screenwriting 101, at the fine institution where I teach. That’s how original the place is.


I have three classes this semester: two sections of Screenwriting 101 and another one, also innovatively titled, Advanced Screenwriting.


My students aren’t any more innovative, although I suppose it’s my job as their lecturer to try and encourage them to be. But at this college, most of the students have ambitions that significantly dwarf their actual talent. Of course, I can never really tell them this. I have to humour them, indulge their doomed fantasies of a Hollywood future, while gently guiding their screenwriting to show a little more nuance, to stray ever so slightly away from a slavish devotion to formula.


Still, the job pays me a salary I can live on. I get to teach the classics, fine, Syd Field and Robert McKee, but also to add my own twist on them. I introduce the kids to ‘the canon’, then throw in a few weird ones. Let’s watch this dreamlike, head-scratching enigma of a film by a Thai director whose name none of you can pronounce. Here’s a 90-minute black-and-white film documenting Berlin in the 1920s, set entirely to music, no dialogue. Stomach that, millennials.


Today, in my 10.30 a.m. Screenwriting 101 class, we are talking about character.


‘How do you know when you have a truly memorable film character?’ I ask as my first provocation to twenty hung-over college students, who stare at me, zombie-like.


Radio silence.


Sometimes it helps to ask the same question again, but rearrange the words in a slightly different order.


‘What makes a film character memorable?’


This time I train my eyes on a specific student, as if willing him or her to utter anything – a sentence, a sound, just show some sign of intelligent life. I look at Claudia, a bespectacled, brown-haired girl known to occasionally make an insightful comment. That does not happen today. She looks at me wordlessly.


For god’s sake, I’m thinking. I’m not even asking about the assigned reading. It’s literally just a question about the movies. Kids, say something! I want to shout.


Instead, I repeat my previous question verbatim.


‘What makes a film character memorable?’


Finally, a boy – of course, a boy – speaks up. It’s Danny. Dirty-blond hair, with a few piercings in his face, he’s one of the more talkative students in class.


‘Uhh … because you remember the character?’


Then he breaks out in a short, sharp rip of laughter. I’m unsure if he’s laughing at the sheer stupidity of his own answer or the rhetorical way in which he upended my question, but I let the giggles ripple around the classroom and die down. OK, work with these kids.


‘And what makes you remember a character?’ I ask.


‘If they’re funny?’


‘If they do crazy things?’


‘Because they’re really hot.’


More giggles after the last comment, but I ignore them.


‘So … who are some film characters that you really remember?’ I attempt eye contact with the students, as I stroll between their desks. ‘Come on, name a few.’


‘James Bond,’ someone shouts out.


‘Luke Skywalker,’ another guy says.


‘Thor.’


‘Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver,’ some kid says, and I know he thinks he’s showing off his film knowledge, because he just referenced a movie made before 1980.


‘Hannibal Lecter.’


‘Any characters who haven’t killed other people?’ I ask. This generates some laughs among the students, but no one seems to be able to name one.


Until one kid says: ‘Dumbo?’


Fine, I’ll take Dumbo. I then pose my second provocation, one I hadn’t planned. ‘Any female characters who are memorable?’


Another awkward silence.


‘Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman?’ a girl says.


She played a prostitute! I want to shout. Instead I say: ‘OK, that’s a start. She was Oscar-nominated for that performance.’


‘She also had great hair,’ I add. The kids reward me with some laughs.


It churns on, this interminable game, but I want to plumb the alarmingly shallow depths of my students’ film knowledge. They name female superhero sidekicks. They name Disney princesses.


Finally, I say: ‘How about Scarlett O’Hara in Gone With the Wind?’


The students look at me blankly.


‘“After all, tomorrow is another day”?’ I offer, quoting Scarlett O’Hara’s iconic phrase of survivalism.


Still nothing.


‘Sweeping Civil War epic, set in the American South?’


I nearly shout at them. ‘Have none of you seen Gone With the Wind?!’


‘Uh, I think I saw the poster once,’ Danny offers.


‘I might have to add a screening of that to the syllabus,’ I say, trying to hide my disbelief. ‘It was a game-changing film in Hollywood, back in the day. Not so great on representing race, but then again, it came out in 1939.’


‘Oh my god, that is, like, so old,’ Avery, blue-haired and lip-glossed, gasps.


‘It’s the same age as The Wizard of Oz,’ I say, to mitigate her shock. ‘They came out in the same year.’


‘I never saw The Wizard of Oz,’ Avery admits.


This makes me want to cry, literally, that there are kids in America taking film classes who haven’t even seen The Wizard of Oz. Still, I struggle on.


‘So film characters are memorable – should be memorable – if you can get a sense of their interior life. If you can imagine their hopes and their fears, what their past was like, their insecurities and weaknesses.’


The kids are nodding, but I have no idea if any of this is actually percolating into their brains.


‘Yes, a lot of this emerges through the performances of the actors, but the actors are working off what’s written in the script. So it all comes back to the importance of the script. Of crafting memorable, believable, three-dimensional characters.’


I’ve finished my perambulation around their desks. As I reach the front of the classroom, I look at them as a group.


‘So your challenge, as a screenwriter, is to write a character who isn’t just a cliché because she’s pretty or because he … fights well. But a character who could have started out as someone you knew in real life. Someone believable.’


They’re still paying attention to me, so I continue on.


‘Movies are about the suspension of disbelief. People can fly, cities can get blown up, sure. But in order for the movies to work, you have to believe in the characters first.’


My students gaze back at me, an inscrutable herd.


Danny raises his hand. ‘Sarah?’ he asks.


‘Yep, what is it?’


‘Speaking of believability, what do you think about all these accusations going around?’


I look at him, and I feel my pulse increase, even though I doubt my students suspect anything.


I stay silent, giving him space to continue.


‘You know, all this stuff about Bill Cosby and that Weinstein guy … All these women accusing them of assaulting them over the years. Do you believe all those stories? I mean, it’s crazy, isn’t it?’


I am careful about how I craft my words, careful to maintain a teacherly tone. ‘What do you think is crazy about it?’


‘I mean, why’s this all coming out now, when they were quiet about it before? It’s kind of suspicious, isn’t it?’


And I am stuck, wishing, for one moment, to launch into a real lesson for the students: how the industry really works, all the improbabilities and the hierarchies and the crushing desperation of wanting that career. But there are limits to what I can teach as their lecturer.


‘I don’t think … Just because they’ve waited so long to tell these stories … I don’t think that necessarily means these things didn’t happen. Maybe we listen to them first before forming an opinion.’


Danny has an odd, unsatisfied look on his face, but before I can say anything, Claudia pipes up, her hand raised hesitantly.


‘Um, Sarah? I saw on the IMDb that you and Holly Randolph worked together on a film. Is that true?’


‘Whaaaaaat?!’ one of the kids chokes. ‘No way.’


If they weren’t already paying attention, now every single student is staring at me, waiting for my answer.


Ah yes, the Internet Movie Database. Online archive of every film ever made and every person involved in every film ever made. I could have, if I really wanted, tried to remove my name from the IMDb, but some remaining shred of pride has stopped me. The IMDb listing is my lasting proof that I had once been a person of note, a mover and shaker (or so I’d thought), someone who once had done more impressive things than teaching Screenwriting 101 to a bunch of kids at a no-name college.


Nothing really dies, in this day and age.


I can’t lie about it, of course. It’s spelled out right there on the IMDb, which any student could bring up this minute on their phones.


‘Yes,’ I say, after a pause. ‘I worked on one of her early films.’ I do not mention that was the film which sent her career stratospheric, or that I was associate producer on it.


Avery gasps again. ‘Oh my god, what was she like? I absolutely love her!’


‘Holly Randolph was great to work with,’ I nod. ‘I’m really happy for her success.’


I’m aware of how superficial my answer sounds, rattled off as if I were a brainwashed soldier from The Manchurian Candidate. But a shadow of nausea tugs at me. I know that if you were to examine that same IMDb listing, you would find another name located not far from Holly’s and mine. A name credited as executive producer of that film. A name which I’d rather forget.


I glance at the clock, thankful I only have two minutes of class left.


‘Listen,’ I say, regaining control. ‘I think we’re getting off-topic here. For homework this week, I want you to find a compelling character in a film – not a superhero movie, please. Watch all the scenes with that character, take notes on why you find him or her particularly compelling. What about that character is believable? What makes you want to keep watching?’


The kids grumble. Just when things were getting interesting, I have to steer them back towards homework.


The irony is not lost on me, as I pack up my papers at my desk, my head down, my face frozen in an emotionless expression.


What about that character is believable?


The characters that live on in our memories, the ones that were real. All their weaknesses, all their special skills and talents, all their hidden sides.


That email sits unopened for the entire day, but late that afternoon, when I can no longer procrastinate, I finally click on it.


Thom Gallagher of The New York Times. What do you have to say?


Dear Ms Lai,


I hope this email does not come as an inconvenience, but I am investigating some past events regarding the film producer Hugo North for an important piece for The New York Times. I believe you used to work with Mr North at Conquest Films in the mid 2000s. I was wondering if you might have some time to talk on the phone or meet in person to answer a few questions. Please do know that whatever you say will be treated with the utmost confidence, if you wish it to be so …


There is that name I’d been trying to avoid for a decade, spelled out right in front of me. Hugo North.


I sit confronted with it for a few minutes, then re-examine the email.


If you wish it to be so. What strange wording. Like some incantation proclaimed by a genie from a lamp. None of the hard-hitting fast talk you might expect from a newspaper reporter. But these matters are delicate. People are inclined to silence. And just sending an email about this to a stranger, out into the ether, requires some element of flattery and artfulness, if you’re hoping for a response. Even if your name is Thom Gallagher, and you write for The New York Times.


I wonder if his job is so different from what mine had once been, back in the day. The strategy of asking, slowly connecting one person to another, to build something meaningful. But whereas a film producer toils to fashion an entire production – an illusion – from where there had once been nothing, the investigative reporter performs a work of excavation. Scraping the dirt from what once lay buried: until an entire picture emerges.


But he can’t do this on his own. He needs people like me to show him where to dig. And there are many like me out there. He just needs to find them.


I try to ignore Thom Gallagher’s email as I ride the subway home. Even the unusual spelling of his name marks him as rarefied, elite. Because he is not just any journalist, but heir to the beloved Gallagher dynasty, generations of blue-eyed statesmen who stood in the Senate and blustered for the rights of the oppressed. Yet instead Thom chose journalism, as if he already knew politics is a diseased beast. And only the fickle, untrustworthy media can bring us any semblance of justice.


I muse on this, as I chop a salad for dinner, and then confront a pile of student screenplays of ten to fifteen pages each, most likely of mediocre quality.


Deflecting any thoughts of Thom Gallagher, I forge my way through the scripts. A hard-boiled noir about Dominican drug dealers in the Bronx. (Gritty and atmospheric, I write. But can you let us see the humanity of your characters?) At the same time, I am thinking: Who would ever green-light that? Unless you attached three of the biggest Latinx stars ever, maybe a crossover from the music industry.


Next. A heartfelt drama about a dysfunctional New England family on the verge of a crisis. (Your characters are great, I write. But I’m having difficulty seeing what your plot will be …) Again, nobody cares about these kinds of films. Not unless they star a certain iconic multiple Oscar-winning actress as the matriarch.


I work my way through eight assignments and finally call it quits. I consider watching something, a TV episode or part of a movie, given how late it is. But I will most likely get frustrated by whatever I see. These days, it’s only ever nature documentaries that can calm me down, that truly transport me to another world.


I brush my teeth, climb into bed.


That email glows on an imagined screen in my mind.


Dear Thom … I imagine typing.


Or would I write Mr Gallagher?


There is a weird power structure here, one which I’ve navigated around before, but never in the context of a celebrated journalist trying to unearth information from me.


No, you have a story, I remind myself. Put him on the same level as you.


Dear Thom, Thank you for getting in touch. I might be interested in speaking, but I would prefer if it were very discreet. Would you have time to speak this weekend?


Make them wait. That whole game.


But, to be perfectly honest with myself (which is not something I excel at), I’m not even sure if this is a story I want to tell.





Chapter 2



It is an October morning, unusually hot, when I finally climb on an L-train to meet Thom Gallagher. Bright sunlight shines down on Times Square, which throbs with the same ridiculous surge it always boasts, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Tourists walk agape, staring up at the never-ending churn of video screens and neon lights. Sign-holders dressed as oversized chickens and Roman centurions and Statues of Liberty flail to catch their attention. A shell-shocked woman, wearing a jumble of mismatched clothes, wavers on the corner of 42nd and 8th. She gestures into the intersection, muttering at no one in particular, her hands trying to convince an invisible audience.


‘They ain’t never listening to me. I’m telling them always, but it’s always the same. A pack of lies, complete pack of lies …’


I want to linger and listen further, but then I am drawn magnetically to the glassy fortress that rises up near the steaming maw of Times Square, its provenance stamped across the second-floor facade in that unmistakable Gothic font. Floor upon floor of industrious journalism climbing high into the polluted ether, while the homeless and the preoccupied swarm at its feet, oblivious.


I approach the dark revolving doors of the Times building. The Gates of Heaven. Or Hell, depending on who you are.


And just like that – a single swish, and I am transported.


From the heat and the grime of the heaving city, to the calm, pristine sanctuary of this lobby. I breathe in the anodyne scent, which smells of security and a certain prestige. This newspaper, educating an entire country for over a century. I probably know people from college who work here, but I pray I will not run into them on a weekend. I am just an average visitor, nothing more.


I sign in, nervous I might not be on the guest list. But I am issued a security pass by a bored receptionist. The digital camera captures a distorted image of my face, like a portrait from a fun-house mirror.


I take it with some relief (and amusement) and sit down on the cushy grey couch. I wait for Thom Gallagher to arrive.


He is remarkably punctual, striding in mere minutes later. There is a warm smile on his boyish face, and his hands are clasped in a deferential way. I have to admit, I am impressed with the display of humility, given how famous he is.


Thom is wearing horn-rimmed glasses, as if in some homage to the old newspaper movies. Or to hide his youth or his hereditary handsomeness, which cannot be disguised – the same noble features we recognise in his male forefathers.


‘Sarah, I’m so pleased to see you. Thank you so much for coming in.’


A swift but welcoming handshake as I stand up.


It is a Saturday and still he is making an effort in his dress. Button-down shirt (light green, not white) and dark jeans.


I gather my bag. ‘Sorry for insisting we meet on a weekend. I just had a busy week and I … needed some time for this chat.’


That is both a lie and a non-lie. Busy hardly describes my current life. But it is true I needed time to prepare. I needed at least ten years.


We are sitting in a secure meeting room on the twenty-fifth floor, the door closed, just Thom Gallagher and myself. An enviable view of Midtown and the Hudson River stretches beneath us, the autumn sunlight glinting off scattered windows and waters below. There is a table: round, squat, brown glass, it becomes the non-descript altar for the digital recorder.


‘I hope you understand,’ he explains courteously, ‘we need to record this for accuracy, and the last thing in the world I want is to misquote you.’


‘So you might directly quote whatever I say at this point?’ I ask. I am more nervous than I expected, and this rookie question reveals my naivete in the world of journalism. I secretly curse myself for asking it.


‘Oh, please don’t worry.’ He gestures with his palm out, re-assuring. ‘I won’t be making those decisions just yet. At this point, let’s just start by having a chat. I want to make sure you are comfortable with all of this.’


Comfortable. It’s been a while since anyone cared about my comfort.


‘But … the quoting. I don’t want to say something that you’ll take out of context.’ I glance at the recorder as if it were a ticking bomb, red automated numbers counting backward. ‘Or something I might regret saying later.’


‘I won’t. I promise I won’t. For this story, context is everything.’ His hands are now clasped in a semi-prayer position, his blue eyes earnest. I wonder if the Gallagher family upbringing taught him to demonstrate sincerity so well, so … convincingly.


‘Listen,’ he continues, leaning in slightly. ‘At this stage, I’m just gathering information. Gathering context, if you will. It’ll be weeks, maybe even months, before I start to write up my next piece on this. So when the time comes, if I want to quote you directly, I will absolutely get in touch and make sure that you are happy with what you’ve said. In the meantime, you have all the time in the world to think about it.’


I nod. ‘You promise?’


‘Absolutely, Scout’s honour.’ He holds up his palm vertically, and grins, those white teeth flashing in a goofy, ironic smile.


You were born in the nineties, I want to say. Were Boy Scouts even a thing when you grew up?


But, somehow, the combination of that familiar face, the horn-rimmed glasses, the evocation of wholesome, white-boy-next-door-ness works.


‘OK,’ I nod again. ‘You better.’


I point a finger at him, gun-like. Now it’s my turn to grin.


Thom continues, ‘It’s not standard Times policy to double-check on quotes, but it’s such an important and sensitive topic for … you, possibly, and for others. The most important thing is your own story. I want to make sure your perspective is respectfully told.’


His final comment is maybe too much. It’s not standard Times policy, but … I am reminded of salesmen, greasing their usual wheels, reeling you in. ‘I don’t normally do this for other customers, but just for you, I’m throwing in a bonus gift …’ My cynicism returns just in time, brings me to my senses.


We’re all trying to sell each other something, aren’t we?


This time, I wonder if the price is even negotiable.


Thom presses the record button, and the red light on the machine blinks alive.


We lean back on our respective couches. Next to me, there’s a New York Times mug full of coffee, the famous newspaper motto emblazoned on the side. All the News That’s Fit to Print.


Thom takes a sip of his water.


‘Why don’t you tell me a little bit about how you got involved in film in the first place? Even before you started working with Hugo North.’


Where do I even start with that one? With the first time I ever saw a film? (Peter Pan re-release in 1982, then The Return of the Jedi, in its original theatrical run.) Or with those Sunday nights, religiously watching the Oscars each year? Even though my parents and grandmother shouted every time about staying up that late, and I had to turn the volume down, creep up close to the TV screen to hear what the presenters were saying, while the rest of my family dozed away, uninterested?


I didn’t care. For one night a year, that was my magical Technicolor dream, shimmering beyond the black-and-white threshold of my drab home. The glamour and the fantasy. These were the movie stars, the film-making legends, shedding tears and gratitude when they ascended to receive their golden statues. They glittered from the other side of the continent, impossible beings in an impossible realm.


I didn’t think I could ever be a part of that world. But, somehow, I found my way in.





Chapter 3



Imagine the standard movie with a frame story. We know what it looks like: one character talks to another, leaning back to reminisce, and the image on-screen goes blurry, fades into a scene which we instinctively know is the past. All About Eve, Citizen Kane, nearly every Hitchcock film has this flashback device. It is a complicit agreement between the film-maker and the viewer.


Well, that’s what’s happening here. Of course, I do not tell Thom Gallagher every single detail from these moments of my life. There is a constant negotiation inside me: how much do I reveal? How much do I want to remember? But in the telling, I am necessarily transported to a time when I was younger – an immersion in the past I cannot avoid.


I’ll need to start with that younger me on the outside, looking in. Otherwise, the rest of it won’t really make sense.


I studied English at Columbia. I am your quintessential middle child, overlooked and left to her own devices. So stories have always been my escape. Whether on screen or in books, it didn’t matter. Through the English department, I discovered classes on film studies, and I frequented as many of them as I could.


My parents weren’t happy about my choice of major. My older sister Karen had gone into accounting, and they hoped I’d do something equally … practical. But in the end, as long as I got good grades, they couldn’t really complain. I mean, what more did they want?


I didn’t have that much time for extracurriculars in college, because I had to help my family with their business.


‘And what business is that?’ Thom asks, seemingly genuine in his curiosity.


I glance at his aristocratic white face and I suppress a grin. Nothing as worthy as your family business.


‘My family runs a Chinese restaurant in Flushing,’ I say, looking straight into his eyes. Well, owns and runs. My grandfather started it when he came over from Hong Kong, my father took over a bit, before my great-uncle arrived. My parents both work as computer programmers, but they also help with the restaurant. We all do.


‘Ah,’ Thom says.


He is chastened, I think. What was he expecting, a family law firm? All oak-panelled offices and oil paintings of patriarchs? Hardly.


‘So you worked at the restaurant even throughout college?’


Yes, on weekends especially. Those were the busiest. When my friends were hung-over, recovering from a Saturday night party, and enjoying long, convivial brunches of custom-made omelettes in the campus dining hall, I would be back in Flushing, staving off a swarm of noisy Chinese families, all desperate to be seated for their Sunday dim sum.


My adored younger brother Edison was exempt from working at the family restaurant, but Karen and I were both assigned weekend shifts. I’d developed more of a knack for wrangling the crowds, keeping customers entertained, as tables were hurriedly cleared behind me. So while Karen graduated to calculating the restaurant accounts in the back office, I was on my feet for twelve hours on a Sunday, my voice constantly raised. Then I’d be back on the 7 train in the late evening, heading to campus for the week, exhausted, my hair and clothes reeking of stir-fry, with a few hours of homework still to finish.


‘And then when was your first involvement with the film industry?’


Yes, Thom Gallagher wants to cut to the chase. But all good film-makers know to provide a bit of backstory first. Get your audience engaged in your characters and their plight. What are their wants and needs?


I wanted to work in film. I was needed in my family business. Assigning table numbers, doling out menus, ensuring teapots were filled, stomachs sated. Our hierarchy of needs, of course. Appetite before art.


After I graduated, I didn’t have any employment figured out. No one was there to guide me through that whole senior year of college, when you’re meant to be lining up your metaphorical ducks in a row, gunning your way towards a coveted offer from a consulting firm or an investment bank or a graduate school. I was supposed to have spent the previous summer interning at the place where I eventually wanted to work. But I couldn’t plan that far ahead. My great-uncle had just survived a heart attack, so I had to step in and temporarily run the restaurant – a fucking twenty-year-old still in college, running the family business – while he recuperated. So no, I didn’t ingratiate myself into corporate culture that pivotal moment before my senior year.


A year later, I graduated in a sweltering Manhattan summer – and all my friends shot off to their respective new jobs in prestigious offices. And I was just kind of there, with nowhere to go.


‘But surely, graduating from Columbia, there would have been alums you could have networked with—’ Thom starts, then stops. Realising perhaps he’s overstepped a line as a journalist.


‘I didn’t really understand networking at the time,’ I explain.


What I don’t say is that it’s an immigrant thing. If your parents aren’t born here, or maybe if they aren’t Westerners, you don’t really learn that game. You don’t have those family contacts to get you started, you don’t really grasp that self-assured American way of striding forth with your intentions, building a path of connections toward your desired profession … That’s not something we’re taught by our parents. Or, certainly, I wasn’t.


Sure, my family had contacts. In the Chinese restaurant industry. But the whole damn point of immigrating is so your kids don’t have to keep smelling of stir-fry their entire lives.


‘Oh, I see,’ Thom says. A single nod of understanding.


We both laugh.


And that’s enough. That admission from Thom Gallagher, that not everyone has the world handed to them on a silver platter. What’ll it be, Tommy? A shining career in politics, like the ancestral clan? Or show business? Or maybe, to be a true knight in shining armour … journalism?


I didn’t have that kind of choice. Certainly not back then. And not even now, in my late thirties.


So that business of networking I only picked up later, working for my first boss Sylvia – and then from Hugo North. There’s a lot I learned from them. I’ll give them that.


Because I graduated Phi Beta Kappa, my parents (in a rare show of clemency) gave me the summer off. Meaning, they weren’t on my back the whole time. So long as I still did my weekend shifts at the restaurant, they said I could spend a few months relaxing, to figure out where I would go next in life.


I like to think they were accommodating, but, in reality, I suspect they were anxious about my lack of direction. That I was some kind of failure to have graduated from Columbia with no foreseeable income. (Unlike my sister, who had graduated straight into a trainee programme with one of the Big Five accountancy firms.)


Maybe all parents are anxious, but mine were especially so. It might be a Chinese thing, or an Asian thing. To use a politically questionable food metaphor, anxiety is like the hidden spice that undercuts all our dishes. It’s there in every report card, every dinner conversation, every time they watch us walk out the door. Perhaps it comes of living in a culture that’s not our own.


So my parents were relieved when I had to move back with them, after leaving the dorms in Columbia. Back into that three-bedroom apartment in Flushing where I’d grown up. The clear plastic covering on all the furniture, the Chinese scrolls hanging on the walls, the perpetual smell of grease wafting up from the street below, or the apartment next door, or our own kitchen. It was like being forced back into a cage, one I had grown too big for. The bars of that cage dug in, and I could feel every single one pressing inward on me.


In the summer, it was nearly unbearable. To save money, my mom rarely turned on the air conditioning, and inside that apartment, I would melt into a lethargic amoeba, devoid of higher thinking.


So I escaped by going to the Queens Library. There, I was irked by the throngs of families, who, like me, were seeking refuge from the city heat, saving money on their own electricity bills, by retiring to the air-conditioned stacks and the free reading.


Eventually I went farther afield. I found myself crossing back into Manhattan, back to Columbia. I frequented those red-brick buildings again and, miraculously, found some paid summer work for an assistant professor in film, whose classes I had taken before. I had that all-important Columbia ID card which allowed me to swipe back into those familiar hallowed spaces: the yawning libraries, the department hallways with their bulletin boards full of brightly coloured flyers. These spaces now largely empty in the summertime, with the AC on full blast. There were summer courses on film studies, only it was too late for me to work as a teaching assistant. But the professor let me audit her lectures, sit in on the film screenings, and, most importantly, organise those screenings.


Let me tell you a little bit about my love affair with the movies. Between two people, love at first sight may be a myth – and it leaves many of us sorely disappointed. But between a person and the movies, love at first sight is real, and it is always satisfying. From the minute I entered a darkened movie theatre, at the tender age of four, I knew it. I sat, gazing up at the screen, dwarfed by the story which unfolded above me, larger than life – and, for ninety minutes, more important than life itself. This world would always be more fascinating than my own mundane existence.


From that moment onwards, I loved the movies. But my family rarely went to see anything. Going to films cost money, while TV was virtually free, minus the electricity bills. So our trips to those sacred temples of cinema-viewing were limited to a few times a year, my mother conscientiously scanning the reviews to ensure we only spent our money on three- or four-star films. Still, I watched TV shows about the movies: Siskel and Ebert, Rex Reed, these expert white men telling me which films were worth seeing, even if I knew I would never get to see them. I watched the Oscars, and all the end-of-year, best-movie retrospectives. I read all the reviews and behind-the-scenes features in the newspaper, eagerly searched for the box office reports on Mondays.


If it was a very one-sided love affair for most of my childhood, I can tell you it has since blossomed into the most reliable relationship for me thus far. Because movies don’t let you down. They will always be there, ready to provide you solace, to relieve the loneliness you might feel in your real life, provide more drama and fear and joy than you will ever know outside of the cinema. More perfectly crafted stories, more satisfying endings than you will ever experience.


Back then, at the age of twenty-two, anything having to do with the world of film was sacred ground for me. And when that assistant professor asked me to organise her screenings, I felt a certain awe, realising I would actually be dealing with real, living people who worked in the film industry.


I remember the first time I picked up a phone to a film distributor. They were only in Midtown, a few miles south of where I was sitting in the department office.


‘Cinebureau,’ the person said, sounding so efficient and professional.


‘Oh hi, is this Cinebureau?’ I asked. I immediately hated myself because that question had already been answered.


‘Yes, it is.’ The woman was not impressed by my stupidity.


‘Oh hi, yes, I’m calling from Columbia, on behalf of Assistant Professor Kristin Bradford, who is running their summer film studies course. We are teaching Vagabond by Agnès Varda, and I just wanted to organise a screening of it for our students.’


‘So, an educational screening, then? Let me run through our educational screening fees.’


And just like that, I suddenly had purpose. A legitimacy in this world. I didn’t really name myself (not until the end of the call), but I had a reason for calling, and they didn’t laugh at my reason.


I could order a 35mm print of a film and a screening licence. It was a verifiable transaction within the film industry.


I realised it was no different from ordering bean sprouts and sesame oil in bulk from our food supplier. Do the deal, agree on the price (and with Columbia’s budget, I didn’t even have to haggle), arrange the delivery.


Ah, those breakthrough moments when we are young and start to realise how the world works. That everything in this world is just a series of transactions, a sales pitch for the unique product we have to offer, ourselves, our talent. Our story, which is never as special as we think it is.


As I carried on a conversation with Cinebureau over the next few weeks, Stephanie, the employee on the other end of the line, tried to sweet-talk me into hiring more of her ‘titles’. Was it French New Wave we were interested in? Or New Hollywood in the seventies? They had a particularly good selection of cinéma verité documentaries.


I realised she was being deferential to me, and only because I was the one with the money, the supposed ability to decide which films to screen and whether to hire them through her company. In reality, I didn’t have such decision-making powers. I was following orders from a predetermined syllabus, already decided by the professor, but something about me enjoyed the illusion of having that power, at least when I spoke to Stephanie.


Maybe that’s how the seed was planted in me. The illusion of power, or at least the thrill of having that illusion in place.


And that, Mr Gallagher, is the ethos which governs the entire film industry.


But I bet you already knew that.





Chapter 4



From organising screenings, I gradually realised that companies like Cinebureau were only unspectacular distributors, who peddled already-made films for money, like the produce-sellers on Flushing Street, impatient to shift their morning’s haul of bok choy or lychees: Two for $3! Two for $3!


It was disappointing, of course, to learn that these companies weren’t the ones making the films, the creative forces behind these cinematic masterpieces. That magic took place within production companies – where genius and artistic collaboration thrived. But how could I possibly enter that Promised Land?


I found a directory of New York production companies and spent several late nights in the department office, carefully crafting the perfect cover letter to convey my passion for film, my balance of academic excellence and real-world skills. For the time being, I am also willing to work for expenses-only, I added, hoping that might show my dedication. These I printed out with my CV (also painstakingly curated). I filched a few Columbia envelopes to send them in, guessing their branding might make more of an impression, might give that extra nudge for the contents to be taken more seriously.


But I paid for the stamps myself.


I sent out about sixty letters, some in plain envelopes, some in Columbia envelopes. And waited eagerly.


‘Sixty letters?!’ my sister repeated, over dinner at hers that week. ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll hear back from someone.’


And for a while I imagined an email might appear in my inbox, or my phone might light up with an unrecognised number. But a month went by and I heard nothing.


A cloud of hopelessness settled over me.


I went to the Columbia libraries and religiously read film books and screenplays. I checked out DVDs of films – everything from slow foreign films to blaxploitation flicks to recent blockbusters – and watched them on my laptop, in my family’s sticky apartment. The summer stretched on, unbearably humid, and at the end of it, there was sure to be a sit-down discussion with my frowning parents. A radical decision made which would probably result in me enrolling in accounting classes or being shipped off to Hong Kong to learn the higher art of Chinese restaurant expansion. Something would crush any possibility of me entering that distant realm of screenplays and headshots and issues of Variety magazine, fanned out on a table in an air-conditioned lobby.


I considered taking the subway downtown to where these production companies hummed – I knew all their addresses anyway, from the cover letters I’d sent – and hovering around, presenting myself as a willing and eager disciple. But I figured that might label me as crazy. Desperate. Not nearly cool enough to be a part of that world.


In the end, it was a bulletin-board posting which provided my entry ticket. I saw it on the second-to-last week of summer school. A non-descript white page tacked on the right side of the ‘Events & Opportunities’ board. No hot pink or electric blue paper, like the student groups advertising eighties-themed mixers or radical feminist spoken-word nights. Just plain white, with a single paragraph printed in Times New Roman.


Busy film production company seeking intern for a few months


We are a busy film production company near West Village. We make short films, with a few feature films in development. We are seeking a smart, enthusiastic, hard-working individual to help us get our company into the next gear. This will be an unpaid internship, but expenses can be covered. In return, you will learn a lot about the day-to-day of making films and further employment may be possible, depending on performance and circumstances. Please email your cover letter and CV to fireflyfilms@aol.com. Thank you.


In retrospect, it was such a generic, blandly described job posting that any normal person would have found it sketchy. Who were Firefly Films? Were they even legit? How could I know this wasn’t just a scam?


I saw that white sheet of paper, and read it twice. Three times.


I don’t know when it had appeared there, but I passed this bulletin board multiple times a day, and surely I would have noticed it before. Who put it up? I looked around, but the department was empty aside from me. Vacant desks and the nondescript hum of the air conditioning, posters flapping in the current from an air vent.


I took out a notebook and scrawled down the email address, started to walk away.


Then I turned back. I stepped closer to the bulletin board, scanning the paragraph one more time. My heartbeat rose when I tried to imagine myself in the thick of that busy production-company office, the phones ringing around me, scripts piled high on a desk for me to read.


Did anyone else really need to see this?


I glanced around me again, to ensure I was alone. Then I removed the printout from the board, folded it up and slipped it into my bag.


I sank the thumbtack deep into the cork with a silent, satisfying push.


The space underneath it was blank again, just as it had been that morning.


I omit that one small detail in my retelling to Thom. Me, pocketing the bulletin board posting, keeping it safe from other eyes. After all, it’s not central to the story he’s interested in. But that’s how it starts. This shielding of opportunities, carefully crafting your own way forward, jealous others might get there before you.


So a queasy cocktail of guilt and elation roiled in my stomach, as I walked away from Columbia that day. I felt nominally bad, in a good way. Like a young child who has stolen a piece of candy from a corner shop. Thrilled you’ve somehow gotten away with it, guilty because you’ve taken from Mr Kim or Rahman or Lopez, that shop owner you’ve known all your childhood.


But in this case, I reasoned with myself, I wasn’t really stealing from anyone. The posting had been up there publicly; it was there for whomever in the Columbia School of Arts to see. I just happened to take it down a bit early.


Looking back on it now, I am amused at my twenty-something moral quandary. To be so young, to read such ethical significance in every single action we take.


But, really, how different is it from the way the entire industry works? Most of the time, there isn’t even a bulletin board. It’s a phone call, a text message sent from one person to another. Find someone young, someone eager. And there are so many of us, thronging the edges of that world, pressing our noses up against the window, that we become disposable.


Even here, how many starry-eyed cub reporters and vloggers wouldn’t kill to enter these hallowed fifty-two storeys of journalistic integrity?


I don’t ask Thom Gallagher, because it is a moot point with him.


He has already staked his claim, at the young age of twenty-seven. Pulitzer Prize nominations are probably winging their way to him, and an offer to host a TV news magazine or pose for the cover of GQ. But for every one of him, there’s thousands of us. Hoping to be a young hotshot, one of the thirty under-thirty, or forty under-forty.


There are no lists for fifty under-fifty. Because if we haven’t made it by then, we probably don’t belong in this world.


But how, then, did I manage to enter this blessed realm, a child of Hong Kong immigrants, from the heaving, grease-tinged streets of Flushing?


One morning, I stood on a sidewalk in the Meatpacking District, close to the West Village, and buzzed up to the Firefly Films office on the third floor. I climbed the stark concrete stairs and emerged into a repurposed industrial space, natural light pouring in. A network of exposed metal pipes snaked beneath the high ceiling, while leading ladies in giant framed posters of 1950s films smiled down from the brick walls. Marilyn, Rita, Grace.


A middle-aged woman, slim, very polished, walked towards me, her heels clacking in the cavernous space. ‘You must be Sarah,’ she said warmly.


‘Yes, that’s me,’ I replied, trying to strike the right note of enthusiasm, without sounding too juvenile.


‘So nice to meet you. I’m Sylvia Zimmerman. Please, have a seat,’ she gestured to a couch in the corner, what looked like three carrot-coloured cushions perched precariously on a geometric metal frame. She sat across from me in a globular armchair.


We exchanged pleasantries and talked about film. What had I seen recently? What had I liked about these movies?


I had thought she would ask one of those painful questions designed expressly for job interviews (‘What is your greatest weakness?’ ‘Describe a time you had to overcome an unforeseen obstacle,’ et cetera). But there was none of that. Just what sounded like general chit-chat, and what was expected of me. Come in every day, from 9.30 a.m. onwards. Be prepared to do a variety of different work tasks, and we’ll reassess after two weeks. No pay, but she could cover my MetroCard. So when could I start?


I looked at her, somewhat agape. She had at least printed out my CV and made a passing reference to it (‘Looks like you have a lot of good, practical experience in other industries and a strong interest in film’) – but was that it? Was I allowed into the club so easily?


Evidently it was. As long as I didn’t expect to be paid.


‘Uh, how about Thursday?’ I asked, literally picking a random day of the week.


‘Oh, fantastic, why don’t you come in for 11 a.m.?’


‘That could work … I just need to check on a few things before I can confirm,’ I said.


There was one thing I had forgotten, and that was mentioning this internship – especially this business of working for no pay – to my parents.


‘So … I got the job!’ I told Karen breathlessly over the phone, as I navigated my way under the abandoned rail track that would, years later, become the High Line. I knew she was at work, but I shouted with excitement, my voice echoing under the steel platform above me.


‘No way. Congratulations!’ Karen chirped. In the background, I could hear the bleating phones and general hum of an open-plan office. My heart sang. Soon I, too, would be installed in a thriving workplace, my purpose on this planet affirmed. ‘See, I told you something would come through. Do they seem like cool people?’


‘Cool? Yes.’ Certainly cooler than an accountancy firm. I plugged my other ear as I skittered past the painfully loud drilling at a construction site. Why was Lower Manhattan constantly under construction? The city was never finished rebuilding itself.


‘But um, they’re not exactly paying me. So it’s not really a job in that sense,’ I added. ‘More like … an opportunity.’


‘An opportunity, huh,’ Karen mused. It probably sounded so sketchy from her world of regular pay cheques and corporate training programmes. ‘Well, as long as you’re happy, that’s what counts, right?’


‘Yeah, I’m happy.’ But I stopped in my tracks for my next question, uneasy. ‘Only … how do you think Mom and Dad are gonna react?’


I heard her intake of breath. ‘That, I’m not sure.’


Of course she wouldn’t know. Because, unlike me, Karen always did what was expected of her. Anything I did was destined to disappoint my parents.


‘It’s a what? Unpaid internship?’ My parents looked at me uncomprehendingly, across the dinner table.


It was a stifling hot night, the air hung motionless between us, and I was trying to suppress my usual annoyance at my frugal mom for never turning on the AC.


‘She’ll cover my MetroCard,’ I offered.


My mother was not impressed. ‘So she wants you to work there, full-time, and not get paid?’


‘It’s called work experience,’ I said.


‘Work means you do work for someone, and you get paid by them.You don’t need other type of experience.’


‘I’ve been working how many hours at the restaurant for how many years, and I’m not exactly getting a living wage for that either.’ I put forward my opening gambit. For some reason, the Living Wage Campaign at Columbia flickered through my head, students camping out on the main building steps, in support of university cafeteria workers and janitors.


‘That’s different,’ Mom said. ‘That’s within the family. Plus, you live with us. No need for living wage.’


I tried another tack. ‘I’ve been doing homework since kindergarten. I don’t get paid for doing homework.’


‘Also different. That’s for when you still learning, so you get a degree and then graduate with a good job. A job that actually pays,’ my mother frowned.


‘Well, this is also learning,’ I countered. ‘Just learning how the film industry works.’


My mom had narrowed her eyes, and issued an indistinct, but clearly judgemental growl. I realised how, in that moment, she was such a caricature of the irate Chinese parent, with her accent, her stern attitude. I became even more inwardly ashamed, more outwardly angry.


‘Wai-Lin,’ my dad tried to reason with her. ‘This is a different world, it’s run by Americans. They have their own ways of doing things, you can’t expect them to hire Sarah right away, if she’s never spent an entire day working with them?’


‘Why you want to learn about the film industry anyway?’ my mom asked. ‘All so many entertainers. That is not a respectable job.’


Are you kidding? I wanted to ask her. Did you miss my entire childhood, when I watched the Oscars every single year? Did you notice all the film books I checked out from the library, stacked up on the coffee table? How I recorded nearly every movie that aired on TV and carefully labelled each VHS tape?


But I stayed silent, and instead Dad spoke up.


‘Wai-Lin, you are too old-school. Kids these days … no one wants to be an accountant, they want to be movie stars.’


This alarmed my mom even more. She dropped her chopsticks, irritated.


‘You want to be movie star? Why’d we send you to Columbia to be movie star?’


‘I do not want to be in front of the camera,’ I tried to explain.


‘Then what you want to do? What you want to learn in your “internship”?’


‘Everything else,’ I answered. ‘Everything that happens behind the scenes. How movies get made. How they go from script to – to what you see on-screen.’


My mom still shook her head, confused. ‘That’s no real profession.’


‘Yes, it is,’ I answered. ‘The film industry employs millions of people.’


‘That’s not a profession I raised you to have.’


She exhaled loudly. Two lines appeared above the bridge of her nose, the ones that always indicated her frustration.


I shifted in my seat, peeling my leg from the plastic chair cover, where it had been stuck by the humidity.


‘Listen,’ I said. ‘How about we make a deal.’


And this was me, deal-making with my own parents. How many of us haven’t done it? Negotiating our way around their rules and our desires. It’s our first foray into adulthood, inching closer to what we want. If we somehow manage to manoeuvre our way past that obstacle, then maybe we have a shot at an individual life we can call our own.


So I offered to work at the restaurant every weekend, all day Saturday and Sunday and alternate Friday nights, for the next three months. I was their best crowd-wrangler, and they knew it. Normally if I worked for them this much, I would at least get paid something. But this time, I would forfeit half that pay, so our staff costs would go down.


‘This is not about the restaurant’s profits, Sarah,’ my dad said. ‘This is about your future.’


‘Well, we’re only talking about the next three months of my life,’ I argued back. ‘Just a temporary arrangement.’


In the meantime, I would intern full-time, Monday to Friday, at Firefly Films. I’d get to learn about the film industry, to see if this was a career I really wanted. The restaurant wouldn’t have to find someone to replace me on weekends, and our margins might even go up. We’d reassess in three months’ time, I said, borrowing a phrase I’d heard from Sylvia that morning.


My parents looked at me perplexed, as if they found themselves negotiating with a new vendor. They’d never heard me utter that phrase before. I knew they wanted me to start a real career (doctor, lawyer, accountant, banker, professor), but I also knew how much the restaurant needed me on weekends. Already I was learning from Sylvia. Make them an offer they can’t refuse.





Chapter 5



‘And what was it like, finally working in film?’


It was slow at first, just me and Sylvia in that yawning industrial office. But we grew busy quickly. And within a year, things were really happening.


I’ll spare you the details. Few people care about the trials and tribulations of a small independent film production company. There are hundreds of such aspiring outfits across our planet, and the stories of how they formed, developed, and usually died, are only ever interesting to the people involved.


I threw myself wholeheartedly into the company, feeling every small victory or advance as if it were my own. True, I wasn’t earning a salary in those first few months, and when I asked Sylvia if we should sign some sort of contract, she would gloss over the issue, as if it were an unnecessary formality. What mattered most was the work itself, and whether I was any good at it. I set out eagerly to prove that I was, investing my sense of self in the responsibilities that were handed to me: the answering of phones, the memorising of Firefly’s business contacts, even the unlocking and locking of the office, when I was handed a set of keys a few weeks into my internship. I wanted to be part of the wonder of making films. And through these small, mundane tasks, I hoped to inch just a little closer to learning that magic.


I absorbed every experience greedily, like a sponge placed in a vast ocean. That first day at Firefly, I was tasked with organising all the scripts Sylvia had been sent from various agencies, writing the titles in black marker across the side of each screenplay, stacking them on shelves so all titles were visible.


I marvelled that these were actual film scripts, sent from the big, shiny agencies in their gleaming glass towers. Words which, one day, might be transformed into moving images projected onto a cinema screen at the Tribeca Film Festival, or a Kansas multiplex, or a distant mall in Japan, wringing laughter or tears or adrenaline from multitudes of strangers.


I was tempted to spend all day reading script after script, but unfortunately that wasn’t my job. The majority of these screenplays, piled up and labelled, were just excess ‘dross’ sent to us by agents or writers, in the hope we might randomly pick them up and find something worthy in them.


No, to start, I was only needed for purely administrative work. Organising, filing, diary keeping. Printing scripts, binding and labelling them. I hardly needed an Ivy League education, or even a college diploma. I could have done this straight out of high school. But I read scripts during my lunch break, or borrowed a few each evening and read them on the express train back to Flushing. And in a few months, I read nearly all the scripts in our office, all the ‘excess dross’. Most of them, I realised, had been ignored because they weren’t very good.


The significant scripts were the titles Sylvia would mention to me after a meeting with an agent or another producer. She’d forward me an email, with a typically brief instruction (‘Pls print & bind for me to read’) – and I’d know there was something about this particular script we should take seriously.


Once, I made the mistake of telling Sylvia I had read one of these screenplays. She snapped at me, sharp and angry, ‘I didn’t say you could read that script. It’s confidential.’


‘Oh, sorry.’ I was taken aback, unsure of what I’d done wrong. Surely, printing and binding a script would have given me access to also read it. It didn’t seem to make sense. But after that, I stayed silent. I still kept reading the scripts which came in, I just didn’t mention it to Sylvia.


That’s the tricky business of being an assistant. You have to learn the boundaries of your duties. You’re responsible for xyz, but you can’t visibly cross the perimeter around them, no matter how eager you are. And you can’t ever upset your boss.


Around that time, I read a book on being a Hollywood assistant, and rule number one was quietly make yourself indispensable. Once your boss realises she can’t function without you, then you’re in a position to do more interesting work.


So, eventually, after I’d sat in her office for forty hours each week, answered the phones, organised all the files and her online database, greeted all the various people who came in for lunch meetings – after I’d earned her trust, after she noticed I might be good for something more than just simple admin work, Sylvia asked me to look at a script. One had just come in from Xander Schulz’s agent, and she requested the usual printing and binding.


I had heard Sylvia mention Xander so many times in conversation. I was curious about this one.


‘Do you mind if I read it?’ I asked quietly.


Sylvia said, so nonchalant: ‘Sure, read it. Let me know what you think.’


The next morning, I had two pages of typed script notes, which I’d zealously written on my laptop at midnight. Now, as jaded professionals, we might laugh at how eager to please I was back then. But it wasn’t just about wanting to impress the boss, or earn her good favour. For me, it was something more genuine than that. It was about a love of the craft, wanting to learn it that badly, wanting to make some kind of substantial contribution and be recognised for it.


‘I think that is what drives most of us in the end, isn’t it?’


I glance at Thom Gallagher sidelong as I ask this rhetorical question. But there is no noticeable reaction from him, just a cursory nod.


After three months, I was doing more interesting things. I still had to take care of all the admin, the tedious details which made me want to cry out of boredom (sorting all of Sylvia’s receipts, explaining them to the bookkeeper). But in addition to script notes, I got to draw up casting ideas, research funding opportunities, draft emails to agents and potential co-producers.


I was also, finally, earning something of a wage. Not enough to actually cover my living expenses, if I were to move out of my parents’ apartment in Flushing. Yet enough to keep my parents from fully voicing their displeasure about my choice of career. By the end of the year, I managed to avert whatever drastic parental intervention they may have been planning. Karen and I breathed a sigh of relief. I was also allowed to stop working at the restaurant, save for the odd weekend shift.


In the meantime, Sylvia surprised me with a generous holiday present: a year’s membership to the Lincoln Center Film Society and a $100 gift certificate at Saks Fifth Avenue – a department store I’d wandered through many times but had never purchased from, on account of their terrifying prices.


Buy yourself something nice for the winter! Sylvia had written in the accompanying card, in her sloping, elegant script.


Amazed by this unexpected charity, I waited until the after-Christmas sales to purchase a luxurious cashmere scarf, hand-knit in a thick golden weave, which elicited compliments whenever I wore it. I still wear it to this day.


My parents were impressed with Sylvia’s generosity. I didn’t tell them I’d seen our company accounts, and my Christmas presents had been included as an expense.


I was also invited to Sylvia’s annual holiday drinks, which took place in her Upper East Side brownstone on a chilly December evening. I’d helped her compile the guest list and mail out the 100 or so invitations, aided by her ten-year-old daughter Rachel, who happily licked the envelopes shut as she sat next to me chatting about the latest books she’d read. The party guests were a mixture of friends, acquaintances and Sylvia’s chummier business contacts: film-makers, advertising execs, actors, publicists, photographers, production managers. When I met these professionals in person, I was surprised how easily I could converse with them, how smoothly the conversation flowed, especially after I had drunk my third glass of rum punch.


‘Ah, you must be Sylvia’s right-hand woman. I heard you just graduated from Columbia,’ various people said.


I nodded with a certain pride. Simply working with Sylvia verified me as someone with a worthy opinion.


Amidst the crowd, I’d glimpsed Xander Schulz, the hotshot director and photographer whose commercials and music videos Sylvia had produced for the past few years. He’d been away for much of the autumn, on an extended vacation, combined with a few fashion shoots in Bali, Australia, and the Fiji Islands. But now he was back, and ready to dive into a feature film script he’d been developing.
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