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SYNOPSIS 

Drowning 
Anna is a prostitute who has been abused, exploited and manipulated since childhood. Disconnected from 
her emotions and the sympathetic people around her, Anna accepts that she must take control of her own 
life, empower herself and learn to live her life on her own terms.  
Returning to the place where her nightmare began, her childhood home, Anna faces off against her 
enablers, her abusers, and her own demons. 

Drowning is a slow burn psychological thriller where the lead character, Anna, uses wish fulfillment to 
break free from a cycle of abuse.  Anna does not have the self-esteem needed to overcome the abuse she 
suffers in the real world, so she creates a new reality where she fights back.  She has to figure out what a 
normal life could be like for someone who feels so disconnected from their own emotions. Anna needs to 
empower herself to overcome all of her problems while accepting the difference between reality and her 
fantasies of revenge. 
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From the Perspective of the Lead 
Author: Nina Lee 

 
 

I was sitting behind the women in front of the camera in front of the man behind the camera, when I 
realized something. Acting is a series of simple instructions, repeated over and over with slight variations 
until someone says “cut”. And somehow, through all these simple instructions, the actor interprets and 
reinterprets the words in the script into a compelling, personal story.  Watching Laura Tremblay 
portray Anna, the lead in Veltri’s newest film, Drowning, I was mesmerized, How did she know how to 
minutely adjust her emotions for every take? How did she know how those emotions would play on 
camera? and why did she want to take on such a heady, complicated character? 
 
Tremblay, an actor, musician and filmmaker, believes in dreams and perseverance and serendipity. 
Originally from Midland, Ontario, nestled on the shores of Georgian Bay, Laura dreamed of being an 
entertainer. Previously in Evil Dead: The Musical, an actively touring musician and a filmmaker in her 
own right, Tremblay says of her character, “Anna is a strong, independent, real woman, who fights for 
what she wants in life. I admire her ability to decide to do something and see it through until the end. She 
may be stubborn, but she knows what she wants and she takes it, and that's inspirational. Being a 
part of the Drowning team has been one of the best experiences of my life. I am so grateful for the 
opportunity to explore a character I never imagined I'd play.” Tremblay called the role daunting. Anna is 
so different from many of us. She is a complicated woman who has been abused by her uncle, sold into 
the sex trade by her boyfriend, and struggles to relate with family, friends, co-workers and case workers. 
She is trying to simultaneously escape and accept her past, while learning to adjust to her new reality and 
change her inevitable future. Which she accomplishes by creating a cathartic dream world where she acts 
out her anger, frustration and uncertainty and gives herself the control and power that she craves. 
 
But Anna is all of us. We are all forced into situations where we lose control of our lives, we are angry, we 
are uncertain of our future. We all have an “uncle” that takes their anger out on us, a “boyfriend” 
who takes advantage of us, or a “mother” who doesn’t understand us. The “uncle”,  “boyfriend” and 
“mother” are archetypes that can be replaced with any relationship; boss, friend, brother, neighbour, 
co-worker or spouse. Tremblay saw the human struggle within Anna, which attracted her to the role, 
“Anna is such an in depth character, with struggles and vices that I don't necessarily have in my life. I 
was attracted to the character, the opportunity to learn about the lives of others and to challenge my craft 
in a way I never have before. Anna has had so many hardships that it was hard at first to really put myself 
into her shoes. I knew that research into the character was the only way I could prepare myself to play the 
role. I watched a lot of documentaries and read a lot of articles about the lives of people working in the 
sex trade, child molestation survivors, and those suffering from mental illness. I have also had a few 
experiences in life, including being a survivor of sexual assault and living with a sister who suffered from 
depression, that have given me strength and guidance in finding Anna's character. I also felt like, 
though Anna had her downfalls, she was ultimately a strong willed, independent warrior and I couldn't 
wait to explore that.” 
 
Learn more about Laura Tremblay’s future projects at, www.thelauratremblay.com  

!

http://www.thelauratremblay.com/


Either you go back on the streets or I do  
author: Nina Lee 

How do you rationalize a manipulative pimp’s actions and bring him to life? Mark Nuttall had the 
difficult task of taking an aggressive, manipulative and demanding character, giving him emotional depth 
and sensitivity.  

I chatted with Mark about his character in Drowning recently, and had a chance to pick his brain about 
playing a bad guy. I always start these interviews asking what attracted the actor to the role and the film. 
Most people answer - “I loved the character, or I loved the script.” But Mark’s character, Marcus, is 
despicable by most accounts, so I was surprised to learn that it was Marcus’ damage that Mark found 
most interesting - here was a character that was unique and a challenge. “It's interesting, when you first go 
into a role like this you think, 'man, I really have to do some transforming here to get this guy right,' but 
after putting in the time and research it takes to understand a character like Marcus, I realized he is not too 
far off from me, or you, or any other real person.” Mark explained, “It is the circumstances of his 
traumatic upbringing and the subsequent poor choices he has made and continues to make as a reflection 
of that upbringing that make him different. But that said, the essence of Marcus comes from his 
unrelenting, impassioned love for Anna, something I think anyone who has ever loved or been in love can 
relate to.”  

Wait a minute, did we read the same script?  No, seriously, did we?  

Perhaps I identified more strongly with Anna, or even her sister, Mary. Two women who had been 
dragged through mud emotionally, but who dealt with their resulting emotions differently. Anna acted out, 
Mary internalized, Anna fantasized, Mary buried. But I hated Marcus, I couldn’t see any humanity in him, 
he was aggressive and manipulative and just, grrrrr, I don’t even have the vocabulary to explain how I felt 
about him. So I was genuinely curious about Mark’s interpretation, “Marcus is aggressive, yes, but he is 
also deeply emotional and highly sensitive. In fact, it is this sensitivity and emotionality that charges 
many of his fears, and in turn, gives way to his aggressive behaviour...He is a human being, and like all 
human beings, he has many layers; relative to the overarching theme of the film that says human beings 
whether it be Marcus, Anna or whomever else have depth far beyond what we can see or hear.” 

Okay. Marcus is layered, I can accept that. He’s sensitive and emotional and expresses himself through 
aggression, rather than logic and rationality. Interesting. I glossed over that aspect of his character’s 
motivation in the script, but now I’m pondering, How did Mark bring this role to life?  I talked my way 
into an advance screening of the film, and I was surprised that I didn’t hate Marcus. Mark gave him depth 
and personality, and the moments when Marcus expresses his love and fears on screen are powerful and 
feel genuine. So I asked Mark about his method and how he managed to bring range to Marcus’ character. 
He explained that he took time to study strong, thinker-type actors, Alpha-males, like Marlon Brando. 
Mark explained, “Brando once said he took the role of Vito Corleone because he loved the idea of playing 
the bad guy you root for. I don’t necessarily think people are rooting for Marcus in this film, but I do feel 
if I have done this role justice, people will see the good in him, or at least get a sense of what this broken 
man has been through.” But Marcus isn’t just a sensitive, emotive guy. Because then he’d be Ryan 
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Gosling. He’s dangerous. He’s been on the streets. He’s been a gigolo, and now he’s a pimp. He doesn’t 
keep his status by sitting back and watching others take control. Mark had to adopt a fighting stance and a 
bravado, which he did by studying professional fighters. “In Marcus, you have someone who is capable of 
doing truly inhuman, horrific acts to others. He is a man who shows almost no remorse for causing 
physical harm. And so, I studied professional fighters, not to say that fighters are criminals or evil people, 
but just for the simple fact that these professional athletes are able to answer the call to violence in an 
instant, similar to Marcus. Mostly I studied their posture, their movements, their physicality; anything that 
will give me an edge toward looking like someone, at least on the surface, who has the ability to ignore 
humanity and exact physical harm on another person.” 

After hearing Mark talk about his character’s emotional scars and his need to be aggressive and 
manipulative as a way to deal with his own tumultuous past, I realize, Marcus’ line, “Either you go back 
on the streets, or I do,” perfectly encapsulates his story. He is a man afraid of having to do what he forces 
his girls to do every day. And his fears hold him hostage. He is a man as trapped in his world, unable to 
break free, as Anna is. Ultimately, Drowning is a story about, well Drowning in our own lives and 
fantasies.  

Learn more about Mark Nuttall’s future projects at, marknuttall.workbooklive.com 

Understanding humans and talking about self abuse with Pasquale Marco Veltri 
Author: Nina Lee 

Nina Lee: First of all, introduce yourself to those who may not be familiar with your body of work.  
Pasquale Marco Veltri: I’m a filmmaker and my films have screened nationally and internationally in 
Canada, Britain, France, Italy, and Egypt. My film Measuring Tape Girl has screened at the Cannes Film 
Festival and the Montreal World Film Festival.  

NL: What is the film about and where did it come from? 
PMV: Drowning is a film that examines the physiological effects of being forced into prostitution at a 
young age. It is a story is about Anna, a woman trying to reinvent herself after working in the sex trade, 
and how she relates and confronts the people who have coerced, enabled, manipulated, bought and sold 
her. Anna returns to her childhood home to face off against her family, her enablers, and her own mental 
distress, and she must figure out what a normal life could possibly be for someone who feels so 
disconnected from her own emotions. Anna needs to empower herself to overcome her homicidal 
tendencies, while navigating between reality and her fantasies of revenge. 

NL: That sounds heavy. How did you come up with the story?  
PMV: All my characters start their lives as my default character of Measuring Tape Girl. Measuring Tape 
Girl was a film I made 8 years ago and it’s a representation of all the fears and lost dreams one can 
suppress in early adulthood. The film was an examination of self-esteem which created a new friend I’d 
bring with me to help deal with all the self-abuse issues I was dealing with at the time and still carry with 
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me. I was working with a non-profit to try to get the funding for a documentary on the sex-trade off the 
ground. The documentary was never produced but in the process of working on the project lead me to 
examine what would happen to Measuring Tape Girl if she was forced into the sex-trade. I began to 
question, how would someone overcome that abuse? How can they break free of the cycle of self-esteem 
issues that would arise from being trapped in a cycle of abuse?  

NL: What lead to the creation of so many flawed characters? 
PMV: The film is full of mirrored characters who have their own response to being abused. Sometimes it 
leads to self-abuse, sometimes it leads to denial and with the character of Marcus it led his character to 
abusing others. The biggest challenge was creating ways for characters to break free from each of their 
cycles of abuse.  

NL: What was your writing process like?  
PMV: You’re locked in your room for a long time creating characters and figuring out how they might 
interact. Once the characters are set, the world fills in and I play off the idea of an unreliable narrator who 
uses wish fulfillment to overcome abuse. After several drafts, I had a few story editors send some notes, 
and then revisions started taking place. The land of rewriting can be painful but eventually you get the 
script to a place where it has a life of its own, then the real work begins. I’m usually writing a few 
different things at the same time so that I can have a day away from characters and then I can come back 
to the script with fresh eyes. Dealing with the darker areas of the story took some work and development. 
Sometimes you keep your characters with you and they become your friends, in this case I needed, and 
wanted to walk away from them all once the project was finished.  

NL: Many of your films feature a female lead - are they inspired by any of the women in your life, 
and how are their strengths reflected in your characters? 
PMV:  The strength of all the women in my life is reflected in my characters and I’ve always felt more 
comfortable with women in my writing and in real life. Throughout my life and into my early 20’s I didn’t 
talk much. I have always listened more than I’ve talked. Most people wait for their turn to talk, I just 
listen. I never feel the need to speak unless it’s necessary. It’s my never-ending shyness that leads me to 
hear things differently. There is a complex speech pattern to the way people talk that leads to a different 
level of communication, if you’re listening enough you can hear it. 

NL: You’ve mentioned before how many of your films are therapeutic. How did your life inspire 
your films, and how has creating helped you? 
PMV: I’ve always dealt with deep self-esteem issues which always seemed to exist without reason. My 
very early work tended to focus on self-harm and cycling self-abuse. Throughout my childhood and early 
adult life I have always had issues with accepting reality, which leads me to create characters who also 
have issues with reality. I see what I want to see and I hear what I want to hear. As we all do, but we 
rarely accept it. Through the creation of my core default character, Measuring Tape Girl, I was able to 
bring to light all of my self esteem issues with an alter ego who said the things I was unable to say. I try to 
create characters who might actually have strong reasons to escape reality. Drowning is an examination of 
cyclical abuse and its effect on a character’s ability to deal with reality and the emotions brought forth 
from recurring abuse. The lead character uses wish fulfillment to break free from her cycle of abuse. Real 
abuse leads to self-abuse. Anna does not have the self-esteem to overcome the abuse she suffers in the 
real world, so she creates a new reality where she fights back. 
 
Learn more about Pasquale Marco Veltri’s future projects at, www.pmveltri.com 
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Taking it one day at a time: the secret to making a micro-budget film 
Author: Nina Lee 

 
Producing a film is a juggling trick with many hats. Producing a micro-budget film even more so. Big 
budget films have the benefit of employing assistant producers, co-producers, caterers, accountants, 
development teams, advertising teams, marketing experts, and staff to manage the shooting schedule and 
day to day costs and rigours of shooting. A micro-budget film has the producers doing all this and more. 
The production team behind ‘Drowning’, comprised of Pasquale Marco Veltri, Valerie Laurie and Adam 
Gowland, faced grueling tasks, long hours and short deadlines. Weeks away from completing ‘Drowning’, 
I chatted with Adam, Marco and Valerie about some of the challenges they encountered during the 
creation of their film. 
 
Nina Lee: Adam, your background is in commercial productions, as such you bring a different 
perspective to the film, how did your past experiences help the team? 
Adam Gowland: I met Marco through Albert Rudnicki (Director of Photography and 1st camera), who'd 
kindly asked me to join the team shortly before production. Working as a producer on an independent 
feature like ‘Drowning’ brought some new challenges and rewards for me. It was a long 27-day shoot 
schedule and we had to be sure to maximize the budget to get the best results. I very much enjoyed 
collaborating with Marco and working towards protecting his vision for the film while working within the 
budget. The first challenge for me was to identify what holes needed filling in the production. I did my 
best to bring the level of planning and organization I'd experienced on larger network productions to a 
much scaled down independent version. This meant wearing many hats. From breaking down the script 
and drafting shooting schedules, sourcing and managing some outstanding locations, production office 
duties; contracts, accounting, insurance, arranging transport and most importantly problem solving when 
shoot dates needed to be swapped or a unique prop gun needed a match. It was really exciting to solve 
some challenging requirements and a pleasure to work with Marco, Valerie and such a hardworking and 
devoted crew.   
 
NL: Speaking of working within a tight budget, Valerie, tell me about how the film was financed: 
Valerie Laurie: We began our journey for financing with an Indiegogo campaign during which we raised 
the first $11,000. Obviously not enough to make a feature film, but it was a start. One thing I found about 
the crowdfunding campaign is that it made the project - and the completion of it - very, very personal. It 
was no longer just this abstract "movie", but something that family and friends and professional 
colleagues had contributed to and so were curious about. It's been a long time since that campaign. Two 
years since it wrapped. The well-meaning, but ever-present pressure (in the form of love and support) to 
know the film's status has kept me involved in the film during times when I might otherwise have caved 
because it got hard. Even more than my own money that I've put into the film, I have felt responsible to 
the people who believed in me enough to contribute to our dream during that campaign. Whether they 
realize it or not, they kept me going after every grant or financing rejection. 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NL: Marco, how did you manage to shoot a feature in a month given the many conflicting schedules 
of the actors, production and creative staff? 
Pasquale Marco Veltri: Most productions attempt to shoot in less time but with the limitations of a 
micro-budget film being so encompassing you need to find a way give people more time to do their best. 
Shooting faster rarely makes things better, especially on a micro-budget film. The film was made with an 
amazing group of people who supported each other and made each day of the shoot better than the last. It 
was an amazing learning experience and the cast and crew came together to get the film across the finish 
line. 
 
NL: Now that you’re on the other side of the production - the filming is done, post is almost done. 
What would you have done differently?  What worked well? 
AG: It was really great working with Marco and his attitude was so positive no matter what the 
challenges were. Working on an independent micro-budget film meant there were occasionally hurdles 
that had to be accounted for quickly and sometimes concessions made. I knew Marco would adapt if 
needed but I aimed to make sure he didn't have to concede anything whenever possible. Really the whole 
crew were so devoted and worked very hard, it was a pleasure to be included. 
 
If there's anything I would have done differently, I would have liked to meet Marco sooner in the process. 
I'd love to have been able to take some of the responsibilities off his shoulders sooner on this project and 
hope to do so again on his next one! 
 
NL: This film will will have taken more than two years to complete, from beginning to end. You’ve 
all experienced many changes in your lives, Valerie - you had a baby and started a new job. Tell me 
about the challenges maintaining your work-life balance? 
VL: Life-work balance is really hard. There are priorities in my life that sometimes are, but sometimes 
aren't, respected by everyone I have obligations to. Those priorities change depending on what needs my 
attention the most at any given time, but it's definitely not easy pleasing so many masters. Some things 
have suffered. Some things have had to wait. Some things have not been accomplished to what I know are 
the best of my abilities and that frustrates me to no end. For the first year of this journey when I had a 
newborn and 3 year old, my day would go by in a flash and I would sit down exhausted at 8pm and open 
my computer to do three hours of work on the film before bed - answering emails, preparing budgets, 
begging favours - only to be up again in a few hours to feed the babe. Finding childcare to cover me if I 
wanted to go to a development workshop or meet with a potential investor, or attend a film festival event 
has always been tricky. My husband's hours are long and I've always been very much the primary 
caregiver for our family. It's a role I love, but one that complicates matters and makes my life somewhat 
inflexible. As time went on and I went back to work, it became even harder to figure out how to fit the 
film into my life. For much of that year we were in stand-by mode. Trying to talk to the right people and 
find the magic formula that would mean we could go to camera. But no matter what, I felt supported by 
my boss and colleagues at my day job and knew that when the time came to shoot it, I'd be able to swing 
the time off and make it work. 
 
Ultimately, I needed a change in my day job. I'd felt stuck in the same job for a really long time and 
wasn't sure what I wanted from a career anymore - it's one of the main reasons I took on this film in the 
first place. I'd been looking for a new job for quite a while, but when I was eventually offered one, it came 
unexpectedly. It was a position in the film industry (rather than television where I'd been for 10 years) and 
was a really amazing opportunity to learn all of the business affairs and financing side of producing that 
we'd struggled with so much on Drowning. I made the leap to a new company and that's been much, much 
harder than I expected. I wasn't able to get the time off for shooting, though I was granted a few days to 
facilitate the shooting back in my hometown. I was grateful for that time, but it's a bummer I wasn't able 
to be as involved in Production as I'd always hoped. 
 
And now we're in Post! And we faced another financing rejection, but at least I'm comfortable in Post. 
Post is where I live in my day job, though I have to be very careful not to insinuate myself in an 
unintended conflict of interest. But we have so many offers from friends willing to help us out to finish 
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our movie. We are able to cash-in on my "primary caregiver role" (Yay, being stretched too thin!?), 
because the post facility my husband has devoted so many hours to is allowing him to mix the film during 
downtime. Friends willing to help out finishing the picture and visual effects are what is going to get us 
across the finish line. And then the new marathon of distribution starts. And we keep going. Because we 
made a film. 
 
I'm not sure which success will come first - a completed film, or potty-training the toddler? At different 
moments, each of those is certainly a priority, but one day at a time. 

Wunscherfüllung  
Author: Nina Lee 

A month after filming wrapped, hundreds of hours of footage finally begins to feel like a film. Speaking 
with Nathan Shields gave me a chance to understand how much of the final film is in the editor’s hands 
and how he has managed to illustrate the changing facets of Anna and her worldview.   

Over the past month, Shields has been piecing together a film that, until just a little while ago consisted of 
words on a page and snippets of scenes taking up terabytes of space. In his editing suite, he’s had nothing 
much more than an idea, a script, and some director’s notes and cues embedded in the footage to work 
with. With these details, Shields is charged with merging the script and the performances to make the 
director’s imagination a reality. Until now, the film had existed only in the minds of a few people. Using 
the idea of wunscherfüllung, or wish-fulfillment, Shields had a clear direction to start editing the film. 

A non-linear story, Drowning constantly switches between real life and Anna, our protagonist’s 
imagination. Anna is a woman who has lost control of her autonomy, her life, and even where she lays her 
head at night. So out of control is she in her life, her only opportunity to have any control is in her 
dreams. She strives for power at a time when she has none. This need to fulfill her wishes is a common 
theme in psychoanalysis. Originally coined by Freud in 1900, wunscherfüllung or wish-fulfillment occurs 
when unconscious desires stemming from guilt and societal taboos are repressed in daily life. Dreams are 
attempts by the unconscious to resolve these repressed conflicts. Sounds simple enough. But how does 
this idea translate into film?  

The various dream-like sequences were filmed in a different style compared to the real-life shots, 
explained Shields. Using a shallow focus and close-up shots spinning around the actors convey a sense of 
vertigo and loss of control, while harsh cuts between these scenes and real-life give audiences a sense of 
awakening to the harsh light of reality. In comparison, Shields, brings audiences into Anna’s fantasies and 
dreams gently, as if we were drifting into a restful sleep. Using simple cutting techniques, rather than 
dramatic colour distinctions he avoids distracting the audience and creates a clear and simple flow to the 
story.  
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Anna’s need to sleep is vital. Long have we known about the importance of sleep - it helps reset our 
internal clocks, allows us to heal contusions and other physical ailments, it helps your heart and other 
organs function properly, reduces inflammation, and helps us focus and concentrate. But our dreams are 
just as important to our mental health as sleep is to our physical well-being. When we dream, we have a 
chance to unconsciously fulfill our wishes and hopes, which are often based on our daily activities. This 
ability to unconsciously consider our past experiences offers us an outlet, it gives us freedom when we are 
held captive. However, interpreting our desires through our dreams is a practice of imperfect methods. A 
wriggling fish could symbolize personal struggle just as easily as it could symbolize a penis or even a 
player’s astrological sign. What is known, however, is how our dreams help us release pent up feelings 
that we generate when we are awake.  
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