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        Culver City, CA

        July 20, 1998

        High: 74˚F, Low: 65˚F

        Precipitation: 0.00%

        Windspeed: 10mph

      

      

      TINA

      As I pull up to the booth guarding the entrance of the BW television studio, my heart’s in my throat and my eyes threaten to leak. This isn’t just hyperbole; I feel things hard. Hell, half the time I experience other people’s emotions more than they do. Today, I make the herculean effort to stay above the swell, because if I’m drowning in tears of joy/pride/terror, I won’t be able to park my car, let alone actually do the job that I’ve somehow landed.

      I still can’t believe this is actually happening. When I studied creative writing at Barnard, my parents made me do a minor in education, so I’d have something to fall back on. However, instead of teaching grammar to kids after college, I found a job writing grants at a New York nonprofit. From there, a series of fortunate events leapfrogged me to my new position as a writer on an honest-to-god television show. My parents are still totally freaking out that I’ve moved across the country to grab the opportunity, but for some perspective, they were upset when I moved from New Jersey to Manhattan.

      Of course, I have to make it onto the lot, to start the job and that is looking increasingly unlikely. As the gatekeeper returns my ID with a frown and asks me to pull over to the side to let the cars behind me go through, I wonder if I dreamed the phone call in which—based solely the spec scripts I mailed the show’s creator—he said he’d be “jazzed” to add a “fresh, young voice” to the team.

      Perhaps the twelve phone calls I heard his mother, aka my former boss, make to him only had him caving in the moment and he’s now realized what a dumb idea it is to bring in someone so fresh and young that she had to check a book out of the library to figure out what a spec script even was. Just as I decide to save myself the humiliation of being fired before I can start, by turning my car around and crawling back to the little apartment I can no longer pay for, the grumpy attendant reappears, hands me a temporary parking pass and a highlighted map and waves me through.

      Dread takes a backseat to awe as I drive down the streets of the studio lot. It’s exactly like what you’d imagine. Facades of buildings line streets that could stand in for a small town or a New York street circa 1900. One of the 3-D buildings looks exactly like Tara in Gone with the Wind.

      Not so many people saunter about in outrageous costumes like you see in movies about making movies, though. Instead, people whiz by in golf carts or on bikes, many of them barking orders on cellular phones. When I finally find the administration building, I’m slightly disappointed. A flat fronted brick building, it could be a dentist’s or a CPA’s office in my hometown.

      Inside, the straight-out-of-central-casting blond receptionist gets mad at me when she can’t find me in her system. Several sighs and eye rolls and mutters (and apologies from me) later, she locates my name in one of the many printouts on her desk. By the time she hands me a temporary ID and a stack of paperwork, I’m exhausted, but I do have a destination.

      But when I try to enter my assigned office, the door smacks into some sort of barricade. Sticking my head through the opening, I find a desk blocking the way and a man hunched over a legal pad. I clear my throat. When he still doesn’t acknowledge my presence, I say, “Excuse me?”

      He startles, his hair sticking up every which way like a baby bird. A baby bird with thick, Clark Kent black glasses. If Clark Kent wore the 90’s grunge uniform of flannel shirt over faded graphic tee shirt, that is. I stop myself from picturing a Superman body underneath it all. No need to picture my co-workers in spandex.

      He just blinks at me without saying anything, so I fill the air myself. “Um, sorry to interrupt. I was told this was my office?”

      Noting that I’ve already done three things my mentor back in New York forbid—using “um” or “uh,” apologizing for my existence, and letting statements go up at the end like they’re questions—I stop, take a breath, and start over. “This is my office.”

      He blinks slowly and points. After I squeeze through the excuse for a doorway, I’m able to see that his desk has a twin facing it.

      “Oh, well, okay. I guess this is our office.”

      His response is to sink further down into his chair, prop his elbow on the desk, hunch over, and resume writing. Or doodling. Maybe both. It’s hard to tell because his broad back makes a pretty good shield.

      The too-big-for-the-space desks are pushed up against each other and the opposite wall, leaving only a six-inch gap on one side. To get to my desk, I’ll have to close the door and then somehow squeeze by. Just getting in the door is awkward. Accessing my chair will require gymnastics.

      Going up on my tippy toes and leaning forward until my butt is wedged between the desk’s rim and the wainscoting rail behind me, I squeeze along the crevasse until I get to the three-by-five-foot rectangle where a chair awaits with my name on it.

      Not literally, like you see in movies about making movies. This is just a regular old office chair. That I assume is for me.

      Grateful to have finally arrived—already dreading having to repeat the process—I drop my bag on the desk and flop into the chair, only to have it tip back so fast that my skull smacks into the wall and my glasses fall off my face and into my lap.

      Clark Kent across the way is definitely not a superhero in disguise. He doesn’t try to save me from the evil chair. He barely glances up. Instead of even a look of concern from him, I’m faced with glares from a row of tiny action figures that line the edge of his desk.

      Undeterred—unwilling to let neither a lost parking pass nor improperly filed paperwork nor a too-small-to-share office nor a malevolent chair nor armed toys keep me from my dreams—I take a cleansing breath and unpack my briefcase.

      After spending a ridiculous amount of time organizing my desk, like it’s the first day of school and I’ve got all my supplies but no idea what we’re supposed to do with them, I’m about to ask the guy if he knows where the break room is—I’d kill for another cup of coffee—or anything about what the heck we’re doing here, when the door flies open and smacks into the desk, making me yelp.

      Loudly.

      Clark Kent’s head snaps up like he forgot I was here, then a man with gelled-up Luke Perry hair sticks his head in the door. He looks back and forth between Clark and me and then, perhaps deciding that I am the more obvious source of the high-pitched yelp, asks, “Are you alright, honey?”

      I do manage to squelch the impulse to tell him I’m not his honey, but I can’t do the same for the frustration coloring my tone when I ask, “Is this your office too?”

      He throws his head back and barks out a series of laughs. When he’s finished, he sighs. “Ah, baby writers. Growing like Tribbles around here.”

      Wearing a bowling shirt that he must’ve stolen from his grandpa, he can’t be too much older than me or Clark Kent over there, but before I can manage a comeback, he snaps his fingers at us.

      “Come on, come on, you two. I’m here to give you the orientation.”

      Somehow, I manage to negotiate the edge of the desk again without getting a run in my hose on the dismount. The men usher me out first, but since I don’t know which direction we’re going, I hover by the wall while they follow.

      “This way,” Snappy calls, stalking down the hall. Before Clark can gesture “after you” again, I note that his shoulders are even broader than I’d thought, though his baggy Ren and Stimpy shirt doesn’t give too many hints as to the rest of his physique.

      Not that I care.

      At this point, I don’t even want to know their names. I’m happy with the ones I’ve given them.

      GEORGE

      Bowling Shirt man leads Vintage Dress girl down the hall. I follow, waiting for a hole to open up and swallow me. Not that there’s an earthquake happening. Unfortunately, I know exactly what that feels like, having moved to LA just days before the big one in ’94. No, this gaping hole is just my hyper imagination wondering how the hell I got here.

      I mean, I know how I got here. From my place in the upper reaches of Van Nuys, I drove my beater down the 405 for what seemed like hours. Even though it’s a major freeway, sometimes the traffic was at a complete standstill. Commuters in cars around me were more prepared. People ate breakfast, read the paper, applied makeup. I think one guy was even shining his shoes. Eventually I made it to the 10, took it to Robertson and then, Thomas Guide map next to me for reference, navigated to the Culver City studio where I was handed a parking pass. Once I’d located the writers’ building, I was directed to an office on the fifth floor.

      Where I waited for what felt like hours, doodling, until Vintage Dress girl showed up.

      And the room went from black and white to color.

      Bowling Shirt whirls to face us, startling me back to the present. Like a steward on an airplane, his tone robotic, he points with arms in parallel, hands flat. “Behind you, the emergency exit, should you decide that this trip is not for you. To your left, the kitchen. Fuel up as needed. To your right, the story room. Enter at your own risk.”

      He smooths his hair, even though it looks like it wouldn’t dare move, before checking a fancy watch. “That’s it. Meeting in ten. We’ll break you in while we break story.” With one finger, he points at his chest. “I’m Bryce. Welcome to Lawson’s Reach.”

      Lawson’s Reach. All I know about this TV show I’m apparently writing for is that it’s a new live action series about teenagers who live at the beach.

      I got my first few writing jobs on animated series without having an agent. But after my most recent show got cancelled, a buddy convinced me to sign on with one. Even though I’ve been obsessed with cartoons my entire life, even though that’s all I’ve ever written, the agent would only submit me for what he called “real TV.” Steamrolling over my objections, he just went on and on about how it was a seller’s market for “hot new talent” right now, and how he was so psyched about my “distinctive voice” and “killer punch-up.”

      Since I had no idea what he was talking about, it was tough to catch his enthusiasm. But once I learned how much I could make writing for primetime TV, I took a fresh look at my garage apartment. We’re not talking about a space above a garage, you understand. This so-called “conversion” came complete with oil stains on the concrete floor.

      So, after speed dating my way through weeks of pitching interviews, I was pretty psyched when I got a meet ’n’ greet with the show runner of none other than Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Unfortunately, the guy spent more time talking on the phone than he did to me, and there were at least a hundred spec scripts piled on his desk with the names of other writers Sharpied onto their spines. I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised that I didn’t make the cut.

      I did get a job offer the next day, but it wasn’t for Buffy. My agent was over the moon, though, since Lawson’s Reach has the hottest buzz of any new show for the ’98 fall season. With no other choices, I took it, but all I can imagine now are the hundred ways I could fuck this up.

      TINA

      Despite the lack of space, I can’t stop pacing behind my desk after we return from the story meeting. “Well, that was embarrassing. Do you think they do that to every new writer? I mean, my school didn’t have sororities or fraternities, but that felt like hazing. I mean, this is a work environment. Even though we’re creative types, I’m used to being treated like a professional. So, sue me if I bought it.”

      After that first hour on the job, I’m too full of too many feelings to stop talking, either. What I thought was a dream come true might actually be a nightmare. “I mean, it’s as plausible as anything else around here that the rest of the writing staff are Quakers who pray together before working. Everything I know about how a TV show gets written comes from watching reruns of Dick Van Dyke. How was I to know it was all a prank? Though with the success of the show down the hall, I guess it’d be more believable that they’d be a coven of vampires. No, that’s witches. What the heck do you call a gathering of vampires? Now that’s going to bother me all day.”

      Something about Clark—or George, I should say—revs up my motormouth. The only words he uttered during that disastrous meeting were his name and all I got was his first name. He swallowed his last name, slouching down so far in his chair as he said it that he could be five-two like me, even though I know from walking down the hall next to him he’s got to be over six feet tall.

      I flop into my chair—more carefully this time—adjust my glasses and start the list I’m supposed to be making of story ideas. “I guess I’m definitely not in Kansas anymore.”

      This gets his attention. “You’re from Kansas?”

      The look of horror on his face in addition to the fact that I am so not from Kansas has a regretfully unladylike snort-bark coming out of my face. “Uh, no. I’m from New York.”

      Technically, it’s New Jersey, but since I worked in Manhattan for the past two years and went to school in the borough’s upper reaches, I consider myself a New York girl. No one else need be the wiser.

      “Oh. Yeah. Got it.”

      Aaand, he’s back to doodling.

      “That was a Wizard of Oz reference,” I add unnecessarily, speaking to the top of his skull.

      I consider asking where he’s from—just to see if I can get him to answer a direct question and maybe get around to figuring out why Kansas is such a hot button topic for him—but decide to organize my notes instead. Pulling notecards and colored markers from the little nests I created in my desk drawer, I line them up next to my copy of the show bible. Along with character descriptions and photos of the cast, it includes lists of products that we’re encouraged to feature as much as possible. “Product placement” is what they call it. Pretty sneaky advertising is what I’d call it.

      “I don’t think Roger truly loved every idea, even though he kept yelling that he did. I mean, when we left, what did he say?” I ask rhetorically, knowing there will be no response from my office mate. “‘Remember people! It’s not Shakespeare, it’s TV!’ Personally, I think Mr. Shakespeare would’ve written some very interesting teleplays. Though what he would’ve done with, ‘Let’s take The Breakfast Club and crank it up to eleven,’ I have no idea.”

      I truly have no idea how to take the list I carefully transcribed from the board and turn it into a fifty-page four-act script. I left my screenwriting manual at home, so I do what I would to sketch out a short story, jotting down ideas on the notecards with my own little system: pink for character details, blue for anything emotional, green for plot points and red for conflict.

      Just as I’m getting into my groove, the door flies open and crashes into my desk, a yelp flies out of my mouth and my notecards fly into the air like confetti at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade.

      Bryce sticks his head in the door. “Is that going to happen every time, darlin’?”

      Before I can answer or tell him to please call me by my name instead of a demeaning diminutive, he strides in. Of course, he doesn’t get far before he runs into a wall. Spinning, he poses, leaning against the whiteboard and crossing his legs just so.

      “All right, bunnies. Let’s hear your origin stories.”

      Before I can give him the carefully prepared speech about how I’m a novelist at heart, but I was encouraged by a mentor to explore writing for television to stretch my wings, Bryce holds up a stop-sign hand.

      “Oh, wait. I remember now.” His smile is devilish as he taps his chin slowly. “You’re the one who worked for Sheldon’s mommy.”

      I open my mouth to protest but since he’s right, I close it again.

      He crosses to pointedly look out into the hall before closing the door and leaning against it. “Did you sleep with him?”

      George’s head snaps up.

      Before I can sputter out a protest, Bryce shrugs. “Sweetie, you wouldn’t be the first to get ahead using your”—he pauses to brow waggle—“feminine wiles. I’m just gathering intel, hoping that man plays for my team, if you know what I mean.”

      A softball team lineup flashes into my mind momentarily, but then a different picture replaces it that has me blushing. I try to take in a breath to answer, but I end up choking instead.

      After taking a sip of my now-cold coffee, I force words out of my mouth. “I, uh, I don’t know anything about his—uh. You know. Team building—I mean team choices or… whatever. But I didn’t sleep with anybody.”

      My face is aflame and I’m sweating in all the places, but because I’m me, I just push my glasses back up the bridge of my nose and keep talking. “I mean, I sleep with people. All the time. Just not at work. Because that would be…”

      I don’t want to say wrong, because maybe that’s a thing the not-so-Quaker group here does. Sleep with each other, that is. “Anyway, I am heterosexual, and I date men. But I believe I am here based on the strength of the spec scripts I wrote as well as the glowing recommendation I earned after working as a grant writer for Sheldon’s mo—for Mrs. Winthrop at Charity Chic. In New York.”

      The two men just stare at me for a few beats, but there’s no way I’m going to look away first. Finally, Bryce nods slowly and turns his laser focus on George. “And you, my pretty?”

      Behind his thick glasses George blinks as slowly as the pet lizard my brother had growing up. After what feels like an hour, during which Bryce leans farther and farther in his direction, he finally mumbles, “I was a… uh, staff writer on, uh, The Incredible Hulk and The Mighty Ducks.”

      When Bryce’s brows come together in confusion I share since The Hulk was on TV when we were all kids, George adds, “The animated series, not the live action versions.”

      Bryce straightens and claps his hands merrily. “Aaand, we’re supposed to create a drama about hormone-crazed, belly button–gazing small-town teenagers who talk like they read the New Yorker on a regular basis, while our show runner’s only experience is writing a horror film that’s not a horror film. This show is the Titanic and they’re aiming for icebergs.”

      He spins and takes the one step needed to get through the door, but instead of exiting, he tips his upper body back into the room, one hand on the molding. “Don’t worry, wee ones, the only requirement for working on this baby is to have had a miserable adolescence.”

      After ever so slowly taking our measure, his smile confirms my suspicion that Bryce is eighty percent reptilian. “Obviously, both of you qualify.”
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