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pany for the full-length production. 
As we say in poker, that bluff was

called.
To snaz up the screening, I reach out to

a colleague I met while filming Best Damn
Poker Show. Jon Hair is a talented poker
player who has many other gifts. He’s
played guitar with Jimi Hendrix and is
the official sculptor for the Olympics. He
also has several poker pros as clients pro-
viding a variety of services from sculpt-
ing busts (heads, not breasts – although
I’m sure Jon’s not opposed to the latter),
designing logos and developing websites.
I ask Jon to create a “one sheet” (think
movie poster) for the screening. You will
see Jon’s creation on this page – a great
addition to the presentation of the test
footage.

It’s difficult to put into text
what it’s like to experience one’s idea
being brought to life on an 80-by-35-foot
screen in front of a roomful of (mostly)
strangers. On one level, it’s immensely
cool. The amount of resources and plan-
ning required just to get to this stage of
development is mind-boggling. Seeing
actors interpret lines and watching the
director’s spin on how the story should
be told is an exercise in letting go cre-
atively. 
And hanging on the audience’s reac-

tion is terrifying. 
Why didn’t they laugh at that? It was

supposed to be funny. 
Why are they laughing now? That was-

n’t supposed to be funny. 
But when the lights come up and the

applause dies down, there’s a sense of
accomplishment that washes over me
unlike anything I’ve felt before. The feel-
ing quickly dissipates as I realize we still
have a lot of work to do.

GETTING SCHOOLED
While greeting the audience, I meet the
director of SUNY Albany’s marketing
department. He wants me to speak with
his students. Since 18-to-25-year-olds
continue to be the monster demographic
at the box office, I’m more than happy to
meet 400 of them and get their thoughts
on the test footage. 
I make arrangements to meet the

director of the test footage at the univer-
sity the following Tuesday. However, I’m
not smart enough to figure out he’s going
to blow me off and leave me standing in
front of hundreds of college students
with no test footage. Thankfully, we find
a copy on the director’s website and
we’re back in business. 
The Q&A with the class is a mixture of

respect for pursuing a dream and ques-
tions clearly aimed at gauging my sanity. 
“So you left a six-figure job to do this?

Are you making more money now?” a
particularly capitalistic female audience
member inquires. When I reply I haven’t
made a dime yet, she rolls her eyes, snaps
her gum and resumes doodling in her
notebook. 
Freeze frame this image, John…it will

be a good motivator later in the project.

ON TO VEGAS
I’m now armed with hundreds of data
points, but I’m curious what poker pros
might think of the footage. I find a man-
agement company in NYC to pay my way
to Vegas and set up a screening with a
few poker pros. Charlie Shoten books a
screening room and several pros indicate
they will join me for a showing. Two days
before I fly out, I’m coaching my son’s T-
ball team when my cellphone rings. It’s
J.J. Liu and she just heard about the
event and wonders if she can attend. Of
course! I respond, thrilled to have not

only a player of her caliber, but also
another female perspective.
Out in Vegas, the screening doesn’t go

as planned. Charlie has set up a great
place, but I mistakenly scheduled the
showing for the same time The Real Deal
is doing a final run-through for its open-
ing the following night. I’m thankful for
the pros who are able to attend. Susie
Isaacs provides some spot on and
detailed thoughts (the lead character’s
fingernails shouldn’t be dirty!).
J.J. ends up joining me at a second

screening at The Venetian, which is also
attended by folks from the conference
I’ve been hired to present at. The follow-
ing day I have an opportunity to do a pri-
vate screening for Mike Sexton at
Treasure Island’s poker room, which has
been temporarily closed for an interview
we’re doing.

Armed with some good feedback, 
I’m ready to
take the next
step toward the
dream…            �

Next issue…when
life interferes
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big break and the
2009 WSOP.
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The first poster for the film.
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