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For Michael Jensen

Still the best decision I ever made.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Desperation smells like sour sweat, unwashed socks, and garlic.

Garlic? Who eats garlic before an audition? Well, I did once, but only because I ended up being told about the role at the very last minute.

My name is Otto Digmore, I'm twenty-nine years old, and I'm sitting in a waiting room on the Paramount lot before an audition. There are four other actors with me, and I'm wondering which of us is the source of which smell. Is any of it coming from me? I put on Gold Bond Ultimate Comfort body powder this morning, but you can never put on too much, and I'm hella hoping it's doing its job. 

We're all auditioning for the same role in an upcoming remake of It's a Wonderful Life. 

No, not the George Bailey/Jimmy Stewart part. Word is an offer's already gone out to Chris Pratt for that role. We're auditioning for Adult Harry, George Bailey's brother. George rescues him from drowning as a boy, and he later becomes a war hero, saving all those lives that otherwise would have been lost if George hadn’t saved him as a kid. I haven't read the whole script — this new, updated version, I mean — but from the "sides," which are the pages of the script they give the auditioning actors, I can tell the story is basically the same.

I'm as tired of movie remakes as anyone, and the idea of remaking classic movies like It's a Wonderful Life seems especially boneheaded. Do they really think they're going to improve on something that's already so good? Problem is, audiences love remakes. Not always, but often enough that they do better than most original stories. And until that changes, Hollywood is going to keep grinding them out. It's like how people always say they hate it when politicians throw mud at each other, but then go ahead and vote for whoever throws the best mud.

Anyway, being in a big studio movie with Chris Pratt would be an amazing credit, and it can only help my acting career, even if the movie ends up being terrible and forgotten in five minutes. Especially if it makes money.

I could stand to make some money too. That's what all the actors in this waiting room are thinking: How great would it be to land a role in a studio movie and finally make some real money? None of us cares if the movie turns out to be a piece of crap. We're reading for the role of Adult Harry, who only has sixteen lines. But none of us is A-list, or even B or C-list, so we can't afford to be choosy.

The actor sitting directly across from me — a guy with a blond buzzcut — nods at me. I nod back, even though I suspect he's the source of the garlic smell. Is it his breath, or is it coming out of his pores in the form of sweat?

I've never seen him before. I do recognize the faces of the other three guys, because the same actors always get sent out for all the same roles. I don't know their names. I have my earbuds in, even though I'm not listening to anything, because I hate it when guys get chummy in the waiting room before an audition. Either the guy's a bundle of nervous energy, which I don't need in my head, or he's trying to gauge the competition — maybe even trying to find a way to shake our confidence. It's a competitive business, and some people will do whatever it takes to get ahead.

Some of my acting friends complain about how distracted they get in waiting rooms, because casting directors often want a specific "type," so the actors end up surrounded by mirror images of themselves. Or, worse, they're surrounded by guys who look a lot like them but are just a little bit better looking.

That's never been an issue for me. All four guys here are way better looking than I am, just like always. And one of the guys is Asian, and another is black, which is interesting, because we're reading for the part of Chris Pratt's brother. In the last year, I've seen a lot more people of color at the auditions I go out for. I'm white, so I guess that means casting directors are more open to non-white actors now, even for roles that aren't written specifically for them. 

Go, diverse casting!

I've wanted to be an actor ever since high school, when I played the Fool in a production of King Lear by William Shakespeare, and I turned out to be pretty good. I moved to Los Angeles right after college, and a couple of years ago I got cast as Dustin, a supporting character in this college sitcom called Hammered. We were cancelled after only a single season — it was kind of a bad show — but it gave me a little taste of what life is like as a successful Hollywood actor. 

"I hear they're going for a really gritty take," Garlic Breath says to the Asian guy. I'm pretty sure the second guy is the one who smells like unwashed socks.

"People don't remember," Unwashed Socks says, "but the original was pretty dark. Jimmy Stewart hates the world so much he tries to kill himself."

They're violating an unspoken taboo by talking to each other before an audition, but I perk up at the word "gritty."

"Yeah, but I hear they wanna go even darker," Garlic Breath says. "Make it relevant for now. Show that the world really has gone to shit, but that's all the more reason to believe one person can make a difference."

At this, I can't help but get excited. I said before I don't worry about seeing my own doppelganger at auditions, but it's not because of the race thing, or the looks thing. It's because I'm a burn survivor. I have a big scar on the right side of my face, and more scars on my neck, and also on my shoulder and chest but that's usually covered by my clothes. It happened when I was a little kid. I was fooling around with some gasoline in the garage, and I set myself on fire. I guess you could say it's kind of defined my life, but that's hard to say since I don’t know any different. 

Racial diversity is one thing. Casting a guy with scars on half his face is something else. My scars have made it hard to get acting roles in Hollywood. It's not like there are a lot of casting calls for characters who look like me. On Hammered, the writers liked my audition, but they had to write a whole new character for me, to explain my face. And it worked. I got a lot of attention — even more than Arvin Mason, the guy who played Mike Hammer, the star of the whole series.

Things haven't gone so well since then.

I've gotten a lot of offers to play zombies, and they wanted me for Freddy Krueger in another reboot of The Nightmare on Elm Street movies. And I still get the occasional stage offer to play the Phantom in Phantom of the Opera, the Elephant Man, or the Child-Catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

In other words, casting directors think of me whenever the role is for someone ugly who terrorizes people, especially kids. Which is not so great for the self-esteem. It's also not so great for other burn survivors or disabled people, since those roles tell people to see us as scary monsters. It's really frustrating to me that Hollywood is still making movies like Wonder Woman and Us, where the character with facial scars is evil. Movies like Wonder, which is about a genetic difference called Treacher Collins Syndrome, are a lot better, but they still present people like me as objects of pity.

Anyway, my agent Greg and I decided not to take any more roles like that. We started looking for better parts, roles where I could be a three-dimensional human being. I can't change the way I look, so we needed the writers to take my face into account, like on Hammered. Mostly, I wanted a chance to show the world that I'm more than my scars — that every disabled person is more than their disability. I had some experience after Hammered, and a little bit of heat, so it didn't feel like we were asking for the moon.

It turns out we were. In the last year, I've only gotten two real parts: a guest spot on Star Trek: Discovery, which was actually very cool, even if I only had six lines. I did the whole thing with prosthetics covering my face, so my scars weren't an issue at all. 

The second thing I did was a pilot called Freak Squad, which is the sixty-zillionth project about a group of mutant superheroes, except in this case, we didn't have super "powers," but real mutations, or at least real disabilities. There was Flipper Girl, the Squander Twins, who were conjoined, and Melting Face Boy, played by me. The characters were all either really smart or just tried hard. 

I loved the idea the second I heard it. The show seemed really subversive. The people behind it were totally cool too. I only saw a very rough cut of the pilot, but it was awesome.

But then someone on Twitter found out about it, and it became this huge thing, even though no one had seen it yet because it wasn't fully edited. People were furious that none of the writers was disabled, but most of the staff hadn't even been hired. And three of the actors were disabled, if you count me, which I do. The creators had also asked us for input on our characters and on future storylines. 

But none of that mattered. On Twitter, people made the show sound like we were planning on grinding up little disabled babies on-screen. It was crazy how different the show was from what they said it was. Or maybe they would have still been upset even if they had seen it, I don't know. Honestly, they didn't seem very bright. 

I really wanted someone to defend it, to say that these people were totally missing the point, that the "freak" stuff was ironic. We were reclaiming the stereotypes, and how cool was it that we didn't have superpowers, just stuff we'd learned from being disabled? And Freak Squad would have been the first TV show ever with more than one disabled lead. But it was so early in the process that the network didn't even have any media people on it yet. I posted some stuff on Twitter, but then people started coming after me, saying what a monster I was. I've always gotten a lot of grief on social media, because I am sort of a celebrity and I don't look like how a lot of people think celebrities should look. But this was a new level of hatred even for me.

Within eight hours, the network pulled the plug. Because of a bunch of outraged people who had no idea what they were talking about, me and two other disabled actors were out of a job, as were the disabled writers they never even got a chance to hire. 

Hey, I'm still a little bitter, okay?

In the last year, I've gone to a lot of auditions. Like, more than a hundred. I do a lot of video and Skype auditions too. And I still get my hopes up every single time. A few months ago, I was up for a remake of the old Mel Gibson movie The Man Without a Face. How could I not get this part? The movie is literally about a man with a burned face! The character's scars are even on his right side, like mine — I looked it up. 

I didn't get the part. They went with Matthew Goode in prosthetics.

The most frustrating part of my eight years in Hollywood is that the only thing I really want is the chance to show what I can do as an actor. I've had the opportunity a couple of times on stage, and I don't think I'm fooling myself, I'm sometimes pretty good. But Hammered was a stupid show, and I never got a chance to do anything interesting there. And no one else in Hollywood is giving me a chance either. 

That's why I'm so excited by this remake of It's a Wonderful Life. They want gritty? I do gritty by default. I'm already thinking about how they could adjust the character of Adult Harry to make it fit my face: I could be burned in the war, saving all those other soldiers. I'd even let them CGI the scars off my face for the scenes before the war.

"Otto Digmore?" a voice says, and I look up to see a production assistant standing in the hallway.

It's my turn to audition, and everyone is looking at me. And I realize that the smell of sour sweat is coming from me after all. So much for my Gold Bond Ultimate Comfort.

I grab my résumé and headshot, and follow the production assistant. It's been years since a producer has asked for my résumé and headshot — my agent delivers all that electronically. But it's an actor's mantra that was drummed into me back in school: even if you're certain they already have it, always bring an extra headshot and résumé to the audition with your contact information clearly spelled out at the top.

The production assistant leads me down the hallway. She's wearing flip-flops, and the rubber smacks her heels, and my three hundred dollar Testonis squeak on the linoleum. Some people dress down for auditions, trying hard to look like they're not trying too hard, but I always dress up, at least if it fits the character, trying to show my professionalism. It's not until this moment in the hallway I realize that since I've only been cast in two things in the last year, this might be a stupid strategy.

We pass a bathroom, and I wonder if I should ask to stop. I don't have to pee, but I might have to during the audition. This has never happened before. I've never had to pee during a performance either. I don't even think about things like that once I start acting, but I always worry about it beforehand anyway.

Finally, we end up in the audition room, which is exactly as bare-bones as every audition room ever. There's a folding table with three people — two women and a man — and another man behind a video camera on a tall tripod. 

No one looks up or gives me any energy to draw from, but I try to engage anyway, even if it's entirely one-way.

"My name is Otto Digmore," I say, "and I've always related to the character of Harry in It's a Wonderful Life because I have some — ahem — experience with childhood accidents."

At every audition, I always try to say something about my face right away, to give them permission to acknowledge the elephant in the room. It's not until this moment I realize that this is probably a stupid strategy too.

But to my surprise, all three of the people at the table look up. The video camera operator looks up too. They did it at the sound of my name, before my joke about childhood accidents. Now they're all making eye contact, engaging with me. Three out of four of them are even smiling.

Auditions at the big movie studios are different from the ones for, like, little indie films. The power imbalance is even greater than usual, and the casting directors all know it. So actual engagement is rare, and genuine smiles are rarer still. It's not just my joke they're smiling at now. It's me. 

They were expecting me. Which makes sense since this isn't an "open call" audition. My agent specifically pitched me for this role, which means they saw my headshot, and maybe even watched my demo reel — clips of my best film and TV work. They know who I am, that I'm different from other actors, and they scheduled me anyway.

This feels like even more than that. This feels like, out of all the people auditioning for them today, they were particularly excited to see me.

I remember what Garlic Breath said out in the waiting room, that they're going for a gritty take. 

Now I'm definitely getting my hopes up. I might have an actual chance to get this part. A role in a studio movie starring Chris Pratt.

"Do you have any questions for us?"

Casting directors always ask this, and unlike at a job interview, it's not a good idea to ask an actual question. Not unless you have, like, an actual question. Instead, it's best to get right into the reading, to let your emotions out while they're hot, before things get too logical.

"No," I say.

"All right then," the casting director says, still smiling. "Why don't we start with your first monologue? We're ready when you are." The audition called for me to prepare two monologues — one comedic, one dramatic — as well as memorize two scenes from the actual screenplay.

I nod, take a moment to center myself, and begin. My first monologue, the comedic one, is the "I Quit" scene from (500) Days of Summer.

No one laughs, but then people rarely laugh during auditions. The scene's not really ha-ha funny anyway.

When I'm done, I don't give them much of a chance to react before starting in on the second monologue, the dramatic one, from King Lear. I read the part of the Fool, the first role I ever did. I always do this for my dramatic monologue, because it feels like a role I was born to play.

It's not my best reading ever, but it's also not my worst. 

When I'm done with that, the casting director says, "Thank you."

No one laughed before, and no one is smiling now, but I did just do a dramatic monologue, and two out of four of them are still making eye contact, so I'm not sure what this all means. 

"Shall we read the sides?" the casting director says, and I nod.

We do two different scenes from the movie. I've memorized my parts, and the production assistant reads all the other characters in a ridiculously flat voice. I try hard to engage with her, but she gives me nothing to work with. Then again, that's pretty typical at auditions too, and is maybe even part of the challenge. To see if you can be compelling and hold the audience's attention under the worst of conditions.

When I’m done, the room falls silent again. Somewhere outside, an ambulance whines. The video operator scans his phone. I smell my own sour sweat again, and hope against hope that no one else can smell it too.

"Thank you," the casting director says, and no one is smiling, and now no one at all is making eye contact. "We really appreciate your coming in."

It's over. I'm being dismissed.

I know I'm not getting the role. They may have wanted their remake of It's a Wonderful Life to be gritty, but not that gritty.

Then again, maybe I just sucked.

*   *   *
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HOME FOR ME IS THE basement of a duplex on Descanso Drive, right off Sunset Boulevard. It feels like it should be part of the Echo Park neighborhood, because Echo Lake Park is within walking distance, but it's actually part of Silver Lake, even though we're not anywhere near the actual Silver Lake. Which isn't a lake anyway — it's a reservoir.

Los Angeles is a confusing place in more ways than one.

I live with my boyfriend Greg, who also happens to be my agent, which is kind of a long story, but there's nothing unethical about it. It's not like he's my therapist. But it feels weird, so we try not to advertise it.

When I enter through the front door, he calls from the kitchen, "You didn't get it. I'm sorry!" 

"I know!" I call back. And I'm not just saying that. I knew there was zero chance I was getting the role of Adult Harry in the remake of It's a Wonderful Life.

I step into the doorway of the kitchen so we don't have to shout. He's chopping vegetables for a salad, to go along with a roast chicken and some pasta salad we got at the market.

"I really thought you had a chance," he says. "They told me on the phone they were going for gritty and —" 

"—I do gritty by default." I nod. "I do think they considered me. For about two seconds. I think maybe I screwed up the audition."

"I doubt that." 

I step closer to him. I make sure he knows I'm right behind him, so he doesn't cut himself with the knife, then I wrap my arms around him and squeeze. Greg is a big guy, both height-wise and side to side. He's wearing gym shorts and an oversized Dodgers jersey, which is pretty typical for him. He never dresses much better, even at work, and this was hard for me to accept at first. I tried to get him to dress better for a while, but it didn't stick. But he's Native Alaskan in an industry that is very, very white, and I think that's maybe how he gets away with it. He's kind of made it his brand, that he's not your typical Hollywood agent.

Greg tips his head back, and I nuzzle him but don't kiss his neck. 

"You okay?" he asks.

"I'll survive," I say.

Greg and I have been dating for almost three years, living together for two, and it's mostly very good. I used to think someone like me would never be in a relationship, and it wasn't until I started considering someone like him that I was.

Before he can ask me anything else, or smell the failure of my Gold Bond Ultimate Comfort, I pull away. I turn for the fridge to get the rest of the stuff for dinner. Our half of the house is small, and the table is a little one with only two chairs, basically blocking the back door out of the kitchen.

"Hey, you ever read a kids' book called The Mad Scientists' Club?" Greg asks me.

"No," I say, reaching for the deli salad, "but I love the title. And if it's about a bunch of kids who do crazy science experiments that always go wrong, I love the concept too."

"It is. Netflix is turning it into a series."

It takes all my will power to resist asking him if there's a part in it for me. I'm still an actor, after all.

"I guess the book is about seven white boys," Greg goes on. "You gotta love the sixties. But the series is going to be more diverse. I'm trying to cast Malee." This is one of his clients, a Thai girl.

I nod, still determined not to ask him if there's a part in it for me.

Greg looks over, his big brown eyes softly taking me in. It's a smile with a twist.

"What?" I say, trying to sound innocent.

"No," he says, putting me out of my misery, "there's no part in it for you."

Now I smile too. Greg really does know me well. I remember spending time with other couples before I was with Greg, and being jealous of how well they knew each other. How they teased each other about stuff exactly like this.

It feels even better than it looked.

Greg finishes the salad, and together we get the drinks, plates, and rest of the food.

We eat in silence for a minute. Then I say, "I'll clean up when we're done."

Greg nods. He knows how much I like to do chores around the house. After I had my accident as a kid, my parents tried hard to make up for it, so they never made me do any chores. When I grew up and moved away, I didn't even know how to clean a toilet — I didn't know what the brush was for — which is something that embarrasses me to this day.

"You sure you're okay?" Greg says, his eyes on me again.

"What?" I say. "Sure." But then my eyes find the tattoo on his forearm. It's on his bicep, only half visible under his sleeve: a blue and pink salmon swimming upstream. After we started dating, he told me he had no idea how he got it, that he got drunk one night as a teenager and woke up with it on his arm. He knew that his parents would be furious, so he went to his uncle for help. His uncle told him to hide the tattoo until the weekend, and then he took Greg away on a fake vision quest. They had an amazing time together — probably more profound than if they'd gone on an actual vision quest — and Greg came back and showed his parents the tattoo, and they were really proud of him. To this day, his parents still don't know the truth, and Greg is incredibly close to his uncle.

Tonight, I can't help staring at the tattoo. I can suddenly relate to that salmon, but not because it's fighting its way forward, determined to overcome incredible odds. It's the fact that it's a tattoo: stuck in place, forever fighting its way forward. No matter how hard it fights, it will never get upstream.

Before I know it, I'm fighting back tears. 

Greg stops eating. "Otto? What's wrong?"

"Nothing," I say, but I'm still choked up. I put my fork down. It doesn’t matter if we don't eat dinner right away, because it won't get cold. Everything was already cold.

"Tell me." He knows what I'm going to say, but he listens anyway.

"I'm so discouraged," I admit.

Greg nods. 

"It's been almost three years since Hammered," I go on. "And nothing good ever happens."

As my agent, this is the place where Greg would give me a pep talk — tell me that something's bound to happen eventually. That he believes in me and it's only a matter of time.

But as my boyfriend, Greg is supposed to be honest with me. Besides, he's as discouraged with Hollywood as I am, and he needs to be able to talk about it too. A few years back, Greg opened his own agency, and he does okay, but only one client has ever broken out in a big way, and when she did, she promptly fired Greg and signed with CAA — one of the town's big agencies. I still have a little money left over from Hammered, and we have enough to pay our rent, but each of us makes less than forty thousand dollars a year. If we didn't live together, we couldn’t afford Los Angeles. As it is, we can't pay for two cars.

This is the problem when your agent is also your boyfriend. 

"I feel like I failed you," he says, no longer meeting my eye.

"It's so not you," I say, meaning it. "You're doing an amazing job. If anything, it's me." 

He shakes his head hard. "It's not you. You're the best client I have, and I'm really not just saying that."

In spite of everything, I smile again. The threat of actual tears has passed, for the time being at least.

"Then the world's not ready for someone like me yet," I say, knowing he knows I mean my scars. "For either of us. All I know is that something needs to change. We can't keep going on like this." 

Greg nods, but doesn't say anything else. What can he say? We've had this conversation a hundred times before, and it always comes to the same dead end. 

We could try harder to get ahead. But it feels like we've already tried so hard. As hard as anyone we know, probably harder.

We could do all the gimmicky things that people in Hollywood do when no one will hire them: create a web series or put on a play. But we've already done those things too, and it didn't help. 

Or we could leave town. Go somewhere and start over, do something completely different. But no matter how you dress it up, this one feels like failure. That might even be okay except it also means giving up on my dream, and acting is the only thing I've ever truly wanted to do, and it might also be the only thing I'm good at.

So Greg and I are left where we always are when we feel like this. Stuck in place like a salmon tattoo.

"Pass the dressing," I say, because there really is nothing more to say.

He does, and we eat.

Even though, inside my head, I feel like a time bomb ticking down and it's only a matter of time until I explode. 
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​CHAPTER TWO
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The following week, I meet my best friend Russel Middlebrook for lunch. It might seem kind of silly to have a best friend in your late twenties, but he and I have been through a lot together.

We met almost fifteen years ago, at a special summer camp for kids with facial scars. We were counselors for the kids, and I was one of the two counselors with scars too. Russel was there with his friends Min and Gunnar, and he ended up being the first person I ever came out to, and we even dated that summer and a little bit after. But then we drifted apart. We reconnected when he moved to Los Angeles to try to make it as a screenwriter a few years after I'd come here to make it as an actor. I still had kind of a crush on him for a while, because he's a really good guy. But he married his boyfriend Kevin two and a half years ago, and I've come to terms with the fact that we're just good friends now. Mostly. Sometimes when I jerk off, I still think about the two of us having sex, about the things we did all those years ago. But the longer it's been, the harder it is to remember exactly what it looked and felt like. That's probably for the best.

We're supposed to meet at our favorite taco truck on Santa Monica, but I'm twenty minutes late because of the traffic, and he's not there. I'm hoping he got stuck in traffic too, and when I look him up on my phone — we can track each other — I see he's right around the corner.

"Sorry!" he says, popping into view. "Sorry! Traffic. Of course."

"I just got here too," I say. There's no point in lying when he was probably tracking me too. Not that I'd lie anyway, because I'm so not that kind of guy. 

We turn for the taco truck, but there's a line to order. The air smells like car exhaust and hot pavement. There's also no awning or anything, so we have to stand in direct sunlight.

"Are you wearing sunblock?" he says, shading the sun from his face with his hand. "I didn't think I'd need it. Which is stupid, since we are eating outside. And this is Los Angeles."

"I'm an actor," I say. "I put on sunblock before turning on the overhead light."

Russel laughs, and that makes me feel good. He has this dark red hair, which is actually kind of stunning in the sunlight. Almost shimmering. But he also has fair skin. He's from Seattle, and he's had a hard time adjusting to the California weather.

We get our food — shrimp tacos for him and jalapeño teriyaki chicken tacos for me — and find a place at a table under a plastic tarp, even if it means sitting uncomfortably close to a couple of women eating together. They pretend not to notice us — the fact that we're sitting so close, and also my scars. Everyone is good at pretending to ignore other people in Los Angeles. 

Russel reaches for one of the plastic squeeze-bottles of hot sauce, which means intruding even more on the women next to us, but they continue to ignore us. Then Russel says to me, "Do you know they don't refrigerate eggs in Mexico? And do you know why?"

"No," I say. "Why?" 

"Because here in America, they wash the natural protective coating off eggs, and that means bacteria can penetrate the shell. And also because we don't vaccinate chickens for salmonella. So they need to be refrigerated. But they don't need to be refrigerated in Mexico. Or anywhere else in the world. We're almost the only country that does it like we do. Anyway, not refrigerating your eggs is completely healthy anywhere except America."

A friend of mine once described Russel as exhausting but in a good way. It really was the perfect description of him. He's pretty animated and gets fired up a lot. But for the most part, it works.

"That's interesting," I say.

"Yeah, but when immigrants come to America, they don't always know that American eggs need to be refrigerated." He hesitates. "I just realized that sounded vaguely racist. For the record, I'm not anti-immigrant. You know that, right?" A desperate tone has crept into his voice.

I snort. Russel is only half-serious. In Los Angeles, people can be incredibly touchy about language, always eager to find fault in what other people say. It's like they want to prove how much more woke they are than everyone else. And so sometimes people roll their eyes at the ultra-woke folk behind their backs. Then again, with a president like Donald Trump, the last thing you want to do is to give aid and comfort to actual racists. That's why Russel is also half-serious.

"Did one of us get something with eggs?" I ask, a little perplexed.

"Huh? No, it's just something I read."

A moment goes by, and then I ask, "Everything okay?"

"Yeah," he says. "Why?"

I can't think of a polite way to say, "You seem even more high-strung than usual." So instead I just shrug.

Russel releases a long low sigh. "Okay, yeah. I guess I'm discouraged."

"Your writing?"

He nods. He starts eating, even though I think he forgot to put any hot sauce on his tacos.

Russel is a really good writer, but being a screenwriter in Hollywood might be even more competitive than acting. After all, every movie only has one or two writers — okay, sometimes more — but dozens of actors. Even on television, where there's a lot more opportunities for writers than on feature films, a single season of a show might cast hundreds of guest actors, but they only have eight or ten writers. Then again, writers can get paid for work even if it doesn't get produced. Except for pilots, that kind of thing almost never happens with actors. So far, Russel has sold one screenplay and had two other screenplays optioned, but none of them ever got made, and now they're all dead in the water. Lately, it's felt like his career is as much in the toilet as mine.

I'm not sure how honest I want to be about my own career woes, not with two women sitting next to us who could be casting directors. So instead, I say, "It's going to happen for you. It's only a matter of time. You know that."

"Lately, I'm starting to wonder," he mutters. His eyes find the bottle of hot sauce, and he remembers he didn't put any on his tacos, so he does now.

"About what?" I ask him.

Russel looks up. "Everyone always says how hard it is to make it in Hollywood, right? Because everyone wants to do what we do — write or act for a living — so the competition is insane. But if you truly have talent, and if you keep plugging away, eventually you'll break through. Yeah, it's hard, but talent and hard work eventually win out in the end. The cream rises to the top. You have to make your own luck. Put yourself somewhere so you can be in the right place at the right time."

I nod. This is exactly what everyone in Hollywood says. All the frickin' time.

"But what if that's all a lie?" Russel asks. "What if the game is rigged?"

I tilt my head. I'm listening closely now, very curious what he's going to say next.

"It's like this whole college admissions scandal," he says. 

This is a story that's been in the news a lot lately. Rich parents, including celebrities like Felicity Huffman, have been cheating the system — paying money in order to get their teenagers into colleges that they might not otherwise deserve to attend. But I don't understand what that has to do with Hollywood in general, so I frown.

Russel leans close and says, "For years, they've been telling us that college admissions is one big meritocracy, right? That you have to earn your place in college, and there shouldn't be quotas, or affirmative action, or anything like that. It's supposedly all very objective. Scientific. With grades, and test scores, and recommendations, and all that. And once again, the cream rises to the top. Right? But the more we learn about college admissions, the more it turns out the game is rigged. Rich people have all these ways to cheat the system. Legacy admissions, SAT prep, and now outright lying and cheating. It turns out 'meritocracy' is just the excuse they use to keep the system exactly the way it is — exactly the way it favors the people they want it to favor." 

"But what does that have to do with — ?"

"Hollywood is exactly the same thing," he says, instantly exasperated. "They go on and on and on about how Hollywood is this meritocracy, and how it's all 'whoever has the best script.' 'We just want good stories!' they say over and over and over. But it's not true. There are all kinds of people in Hollywood who don’t have any talent at all. How often do you see people who've made it in this town and think, 'That person is a total hack. They have absolutely no idea what they're doing.'"

"All the time," I admit.

"And how often do you see someone who hasn't made it, and think, 'This person is great! Why the hell can't they get a job?'"

"Also all the time."

"So if Hollywood is this pure meritocracy that everyone says it is, it sure doesn't seem to be doing a very good job."

I give a half-hearted nod. Russel has a point.

"The reality is there are all kinds of talented people — like us — who can't get a break," he says, "because we don't have the connections in the first place. It doesn't matter what we do because no one will read our scripts, or give us a chance, because we don't know the right person, or we don't look the right way. Once again, the so-called 'rules' are just a way to shut us up. To maintain the status quo. Hollywood says it wants quality, but mostly it just wants to keep doing everything exactly the way they've been doing it, with exactly the same people in charge."
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