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Praise for Complicit

‘Bold, brilliant, dazzling and devastating’

Chris Whitaker

‘A fearless and brilliant novel about power, ambition and abuse’

Anna Mazzola

‘Powerful and compulsive, an era-defining novel that’s impossible to put down’

John Marrs

‘Totally compulsive. Truly gripping and unexpected’

Kirsty Capes

‘This book. Wow. Straight into my books of the year’

Louise Beech

‘A masterful example of the slow burn thriller’

Araminta Hall

‘Compelling, courageous and brutal in the best possible way’

Liz Nugent

‘A skilful, engrossing and timely thriller’

TM Logan

‘An emotionally complex story, it ripples with foreboding and tension’

Sarah Winman

‘A nuanced and very insightful look at the power dynamics within the film industry’

Julie Cohen

‘Winnie M Li is a unique voice in crime fiction’

Jane Casey

‘A beautifully written and riveting novel’

Professor Joanna Bourke

‘Timely, entirely believable and feverishly readable, Complicit will be huge’

Trevor Wood

‘Totally intoxicating, thrillingly glamorous’

Laura Jane Williams

‘Harrowing, powerful, and impossible to forget’

Alex Segura

‘Winnie M Li is a master storyteller, and Complicit is the masterpiece’

Leye Adenle

‘A real page turner’

Maisie Chan

‘So powerful. Will stay with me for a long time’

Charlotte Jacklin

‘A compulsively readable meditation on power’

Jini Reddy

‘Literally couldn’t put this one down … a really gripping page turner’

Jan Carson

‘Complicit is a novel for our times but also for the ages’

Kia Abdullah

‘You’ll never look at the film industry the same again’

Kellye Garrett

‘An excellent, well-crafted book’

Rachel Abbott

‘An utterly compelling read’

Liv Constantine

‘A sharply written and absorbing dive into a dark and glamorous world’

Cristina Alger

‘A really absorbing, insightful dive into the film industry’s MeToo movement’

Niamh Hargan

‘The MeToo novel that’s going to take the world by storm’

Paul McVeigh

‘A gripping, nuanced and believable novel about some of the stories behind MeToo’

Libby Page

‘A thought-provoking blockbuster about the dark side of Hollywood’

Allie Reynolds

‘A thought-provoking exposé of the sleazy underbelly of the Hollywood dream’

Vaseem Khan

‘Beguiling and terrifying, a thought-provoking, addictive read’

Stephanie Scott

‘A page turner for our times’

Naomi Hirahara

‘Simply brilliant. Beautiful writing, a compelling story, an intriguing structure’

JT Ellison

‘Full of suspense’

Peter Swanson

‘A page-turning read that also makes you think’

Marie Myung-Ok Lee

‘One of the best novels about the dark side of Hollywood that I have read’

Jordan Harper

‘A glittering story of ambition, regret, corruption and ultimately hope’

Vanessa Hua

‘A compelling, thought-provoking read about responsibility and guilt’

Caroline Hulse

‘A compulsive read’

Sarah Pearse

‘Astonishing’

Catherine Mayer


Dedicated to all those whose lives were affected, whose careers were diverted, whose voices went unheard.
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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.
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