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Preface 


Years ago, I got a phone call from a woman named Susie who said she was getting her master’s degree in psychology from Antioch West University. She said she was interested in the psychology of humor and had gotten my name from one of her professors. She asked if I would be willing to help with her thesis and serve on her thesis committee.


It was the tail end of a grueling day and the thought of working for no compensation was doing nothing for my mood. But being polite to a fault, I asked her to describe her thesis. In a droning voice she outlined a plan to write a chapter on the psychology of humor, a chapter on the sociology of humor, and a chapter on the anthropology of humor. I was about to cut her off, politely, of course, when she said she was going to interview a famous Hollywood comedy writer. I asked who the writer was. “Edmund Hartmann,” she said. He was the first president of the Writers Guild of America. He’d written several classic Bob Hope movies, including The Lemon Drop Kid, Sorrowful Jones, Paleface, and Fancy Pants. He also wrote several movies for Abbott and Costello and much, much more. I asked how she knew him and she said offhandedly, “Oh, he’s my dad.”


I suggested that we drop the first three chapters and asked if her father would ask some of his comedy writer friends to be interviewed. This seemed like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I had an idea that was different from books on the subject in which writers were asked, “How did you get into comedy writing?” Instead, we would give the comedy writers a task that they performed as part of their work. They would tell us how they solved comedy writing problems while our tape recorder was rolling.


We were lucky enough to get some of the top writers in Hollywood at that time, including people like Hal Kantor and Herbie Baker. We completed eight interviews and then I got a disasterous call from Susie announcing that she was moving to Illinois. The project, which, by this time, had worked its way into my heart, was dead.


Fast-forward twenty years. Jeffrey was sitting in his car in front of my house. He had come to pick up his son, who had a playdate with my daughter. He was sulking in the front seat, waiting for his son to come out, knowing that if the kid didn’t come out soon, he would have to make small talk with yet another set of parents. His luck ran out, as often happens when you are waiting on fifteen-year-olds. He came in and we introduced ourselves.


Within a minute or two, we found out that we were both college professors and wallowed in a few minutes of commiseration. Jeffrey said he taught screenwriting, mostly comedy, at Loyola Marymount University. He had written many plays and sitcoms, but had never done any academic-type writing or research, which was now something that was expected of him if he wanted to continue down an academic path. He asked me if I had done much of it. I reluctantly admitted that I had. On a hunch, I told him about the comedy writer project I had begun so many years before. He asked me who some of the writers were. As I reeled off the names, his eyes began to open wider and he began to smile. “All those guys were around my crib . . . probably playing poker.” Jeffrey’s father was a well-known comedy writer from that era. “He was a show runner for Bewitched, That Girl, and The Odd Couple and had credits a mile long.” Jeffrey said, “Let’s do it!”


We decided to start from scratch, and on Jeffrey’s suggestion, we changed the task. We wrote a generic comedy premise— reprinted in its entirety in the Introduction—which we gave each of our twenty-seven writers. Then we asked each writer to develop it while we watched. Not only is the rest history, but you’ll be reading this history very soon because it’s the rest of this book.


We have been fortunate to work with some of the most talented and generous comedy writers in Hollywood. We want to thank them for opening up and sharing their artistic processes with us.


Peter Desberg and Jeffrey Davis 














Introduction 

 BEING THERE AS TOP COMEDY PROFESSIONALS CREATE 


As veteran comedy writer Elliot Schoenman (Maude, Home Improvement) is retracing the cab ride his father took on the way to his suicide, he wonders how much his famously cheap father tipped the cabbie.


Ken Daurio is listening to notes on his film project, Bubble Boy, when the producer suggests that they lose the bubble after the first act. Ken turns to his writing partner, Cinco Paul, and whispers, “We can just call it Boy.”




Why start with these stories? Because they illustrate just how different comedy writers are from the rest of us. They notice character quirks and conflicts they can turn into interesting and offkilter situations. If there’s no quirk or conflict, they think, “Yeah, but what if . . .?” Then they create one. How do they do it? That’s the question Show Me the Funny! sets out to answer in twenty-two unconventional interviews.


We’re in Hollywood, Not France 


In Paris, people line up and pay to see the paintings at the Picasso Museum. What would you pay to have been in Picasso’s studio at Montmartre, watching him as he created his paintings? Now, imagine if you could also have been in the studios of Monet, Renoir, Degas, Chagall, Manet, and Matisse and you could have watched each of them as they painted. Each had a unique style and a unique approach to painting. Now imagine if each of them began by painting the same model. Well, we’re not in France, but we are in Hollywood (those painters are all dead anyway) and this book puts you in a seat at the table in the writers’ room to see how some of the best comedy writers apply their brushstrokes to the word processor. 


When Hollywood luminaries are interviewed, they’re typically asked, “How do you create comedy?” They’re really being asked, “How did you do it?” We wanted to know what their writing process actually looks like. We wanted to see them at work, so we asked them to show us.


What you’re about to dive into is a different approach to the interview book. We gave all twenty-five writers the same loosely structured comedy premise and asked them to develop it any way they wanted. We told them there were no rules, no boundaries, and no limits. That was just as well because they wouldn’t have followed them anyway. That’s why they’re comedy writers, not accountants.


Encouraging them to play with the premise results in lots of memorable new stories, as unique as each of the writers in this book, proving that there is no “one size fits all” way to create comedy. While you’re sitting next to them, the writers jump in, ask questions, develop characters, create conflicts, pitch jokes, and make casting decisions. Some stay within the original premise, while others turn it on its head. However it goes, the process is always absorbing. Many of the writers who gave their time and passion to this project told us how much more stimulating this process was compared to other interviews they’ve done. They suggested that it may prove the old saying, “Autobiography is the highest form of fiction.” Along the way you’ll also be treated to inside Hollywood anecdotes that flow naturally from each of the interviews. And it all happens in real time.


The writers in this book span the history of show business comedy from the Golden Age of television to some of today’s hottest young movie and television writers. In addition to being writers, many are also show creators, show runners, producers, and directors. 


And a Little Something Extra 


When we read interview books, we always hope that a photo of the person interviewed is included. We have gone a step further. Go to the website http://www.showmethefunnyonline.com and you can view short video excerpts of each interview to see the writers in action and get a feel for who they are. We were pleased that many of the writers told us they usually repeat the same rehearsed answers in every interview they do, but revealed themselves here in a way they have never done before. A few told us that they actually used material that came out of the interviews in their own work.


How to Approach This Book 


Any way you want. Many readers will read this book from beginning to end and then rush out and purchase multiple copies to give as gifts to people they want to impress. However, you don’t have to read this book in order. If you’re a daring type, here are a few additional suggestions. Whether you’re an aspiring writer, a seasoned professional, or anthropologically inclined (a student of the history and culture of the entertainment industry), you can try to identify similarities and differences in these writers’ approaches. If you are really adventurous, you can read the premise first, try your hand at developing it, and then compare your efforts with those of the pros. Then you can send your efforts to us and have them displayed on the website.


Have a look at the premise we gave the pros.


The Premise 


If you want something done . . . give it to Sarah. She will do it creatively, thoroughly, and have it done a week early. Her problem is that her boss is afraid there’s only room for one woman vice president—her. Sarah is so focused on her work that she is unaware that she is relationship-challenged as far as men are concerned.


In a generation where it isn’t fashionable, Sarah has a great relationship with her parents. Of course, it helps that they live two thousand miles away. At their end of the country, her parents had a great life. Stylish apartment, expensive car, beautiful clothes and jewelry. Her father made sure of all that. When he suddenly dies, Sarah’s mother, Molly, is stunned to find that their financial situation is not an iceberg with a firm 80 percent below the water level. He was obsessed with appearances. He made it, they spent it. What she sees is all she has.


Molly is fiftyish, broke, unprepared for even the most unskilled job. Sarah invites her mother to move in with her. Molly reluctantly agrees, if it’s just for a few weeks. A few weeks turns into a permanent arrangement as Molly decides that Sarah’s apartment, friends, and lifestyle are the perfect launching pad for her new life. To complicate things even further, Molly’s mother and father both have a strong work ethic and find their free-spirited daughter baffling. Sarah is actually the daughter they never had and always wanted.


Molly may not have any work skills, but she has a gift when it comes to people, especially men. She wants to boost her daughter’s social life, but somehow she always ends up stealing the show.


Sarah wants Molly to get a job or go back to school. Molly wants to “examine all her options,” which she now has for the first time in her life. Sarah wants the mother-daughter relationship she never had. Molly wants to be best friends.














LAUGHTER OFF THE TWUCK 


[image: 9781402783227_0016_001] An Interview with Walter Bennett 


A partial list of Walter Bennett’s credits as a writer include The Bill Cosby Show, The Steve Harvey Show, In the House, Here and Now, Buddies, and Contradictions of the Heart.





Walter Bennett has an infectious kettle-drum laugh that comes from somewhere deep inside and serves as his comedic barometer. As you read the interview, notice how he uses it to test out material, breaking himself up when he hits a line or a character bit that pleases him. His laugh is his personal transition from writer to audience.


In the way Walter approaches process, he reminds us of great jazz improvisers like Miles Davis who said, “There are no mistakes.” As he moves from idea to idea, his “playing” is so effortless that you can easily miss his flawless technique and all you hear is the music accompanied by his laughter.
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WB (WALTER BENNETT): The first thing I usually do is try to put myself in the place of Sarah. I try to figure out, Whose story is this? What’s this really about? You’ve got your mom—she’s got to be “out there.” I feel kind of bad for her, but the crazy thing is you think you have a great relationship, until she’s a block away. And then, when she’s in the house with you, I want to make it as bad as I can for Sarah. I think she’s doing okay. I guess I’m trying to figure out what her job is. It’s not good enough that she has a room. Sarah is saving money so that they’re in an apartment, but, where they’re right on top of each other. I see a moving van pulling up to this single, efficiency, one-bedroom apartment. The story’s about their proximity. So that’s where I start. And then you can’t go any further without really knowing who these people are.


I’m thinking Sarah takes on a few of the traits of her father, meaning that her life is 80 percent underwater, and only 20 percent is above, and Molly only really knows the 20 percent. Maybe some discovery on the daughter’s part because she’s not really aware of guys. I would say that she’s finally taken notice of somebody, and in a perfect world, while she starts to figure this out, she doesn’t need her mom around. This has got to be the worst time that her mom could show up, so I’m trying to figure out what would be the absolute worst time.




PD (PETER DESBERG ): Well, in your own life what would be the worst time for a parent to show up?




WB: Unannounced. Maybe she didn’t call and say, “I’m shutting down the house.” Maybe the phone call was on a message machine, like, “One of these days maybe I should get out there.” That was the whole message. “Call me, we’ll talk about it” or something like that. So Sarah finally meets this guy. I just see her coming to the door in a towel, you know, and there’s a van outside. And Mom’s had Cousin Derrick drive it, Derrick with a lisp. But, you’ve got to be able to understand him. Meanwhile, the guy she’s just started going out with is in the other room. They’ve just . . . you know . . .


The worst time. And so Mom’s here, and she’s looking at the 20 percent. But, the 80 percent is represented by what just went on in the room there. And you’ve got this guy with the lisp . . . “What you want off the twuck?” Sarah says, “That’s not going to fit.” And Derrick keeps moving things in. So Sarah’s going back and forth. She whispers into the bedroom, “You’ve got to get out of here.” He whispers back, “I thought you said your mom was cool.”


So Mom is actually leaving a situation where, financially, things were not what they appeared to be and now she’s coming into a relationship with her daughter that’s not what it seems. So now we need to know, how often did they visit each other? Did Sarah want to move out because Molly was a little bit overbearing? And, the new guy’s got to be in the bathroom, trying to make it a one-room kind of situation. Maybe Sarah shoved him into the bathroom, and her mom says, “You just got up? Whose shoes are these?” 




JD (JEFFREY DAVIS): So it’s a way of using the confined space to make conflict? 




WB: To make conflict. When I start to look at it, I say, “Okay, that’s surface. That can only go for so long.” Let’s get some laughs, but now we’ve got to talk about their needs, which is not really funny sometimes. Comedy is drama, but the “worst moment” drama. And surprise. Our laughter gives us a chance to be one step removed from drama. 




JD: Do you think comedy is harder to write? 




WB: It’s harder to write. I break it down as an actor, because I was an actor for ten years, off-Broadway. And so what I need to know as an actor is what happens just before the doorbell rings. And some of these are writing things, too: Who am I expecting? And then I take that back a little bit. What was I doing? What was going on? What was the last conversation, or relationship, I had with Mom? What was she trying to get me to do? Or, What did I promise her I was doing, and why?


So now, I’ve got to get into what does Sarah do for a living? Her job makes her a fish out of water. So whoever she is, she’s in a situation where she’s working around cool people, or, her work partner is Salma Hayek. Somebody who she thinks she could never be like. But when she looks into the mirror at home, she’s saying, “Me gusta que miro . . .”


I’m going to put Sarah at Target . . . She’s a manager at Target . . . No, no, she’s a trainee at Target. And she told Molly she was a VP. And the boyfriend works in the popcorn thing . . . And the Salma Hayek woman is at Register 4. So Sarah came from this splendid background, and she was two thousand miles away. But this is the way she lives now. And her mom said, “Your dad passed away,” whatever, “. . . and the money’s tied up.” I don’t know if she can break it to her daughter. 




PD: They’re all living a 20 percent. 




WB: Yeah, we start to find out who this family is. And so, there’s constantly layers every time there’s something new that comes out. And I think Sarah gets found out. I think her mother becomes a secret shopper. “I’ve got a job . . .” “What are you doing here?” But then, storywise, I’ve got to know my ending here. It’s about closing a gap. The big thing is they’re too far away—they’re two thousand miles away. They come together, and what do they get out of that? What are they avoiding? What are they afraid of? And why are they afraid to close this gap? 




PD: When you close the gap you go from 20 to 40 percent . . . or 20 to 90 percent? 




WB: I think in the end Molly and Sarah may stay at 20 to 80, but they know they’re at 20/80. They respect the gap, and that’s where you get the juice from. 




PD: You get stories there? 




WB: You get stories about Sarah saying, “I’ve just been promoted.” And Molly asking, “To what?” “And where?” Mom is like fifty to fifty-five. 




JD: What would you have to do to sex Molly up and keep it commercial? 




WB: You know what they did to Fran Drescher—they made her a young, hot mom—that’s going too far. I think I would look at an actress we generally don’t see as a mom, like Sharon Stone. The other question is, an overpowering mom? 




PD: Does it help you to find a person to do it? 




WB: Yeah, it helps me to start thinking of a person. “Oh, man, I remember . . .” Sometimes it’s not even like a mom. It was a teacher or it was a cousin or a friend’s mom, a friend’s cousin. But nowadays, you really have to think, who do you know? Shirley MacLaine. Yeah, Shirley MacLaine might be good at something like this. In fact, she would be.


I think the mom has a daughter who’s out there, almost like a guy who says, “I got a son who’s out there. And, wow, my daughter lives two thousand miles away, and she is the vice president of such-and-such. And by golly, I may only have what I see here financially, and that 80 percent isn’t there, but hey, you know who’s out there, that’s my 80 percent.” And that’s what she feels. It’s like someone telling you, “You want to become a dealer in Vegas?” and someone saying, “Well, I’m a big guy at this big casino, and one day when you get here,” thinking they’ll never get here. “When you get here, I’ll introduce you to Steve Wynn,” and you show up and you find out he’s at the end of the Strip doing a little lounge act. He also has to bus tables. And this is what the Debra Messing character is all about. I think her character has a personal flaw with regard to almost getting somewhere. And she’s scared, and she’s always had the potential, and Mom is living through the eyes of her potential, rather than reality. 




PD: So Sarah was on the fast track a few times and got knocked off. 




WB: Yeah, or knocked herself off. She’s presented herself in one way, but she’s really at Target! And that’s a dead end unless you’re in the executive-training program. Which she’s constantly trying to get into. Again, at one point I go, “Where did Molly settle?” She met a man who provided a lavish lifestyle. Well, let’s just say upper middle class, not exceedingly rich, or anything like that, but I think the downside of that is it can make a person lazy, it can make her complacent. “Do I have to do this anymore?” or “Why am I doing this? I’m just happy raising my daughter.” And at a point, the dad starts to realize that this is what she expected, because I don’t think it’s all his fault that he didn’t come to her and say, “I’m broke. We’ve got to downsize.” I don’t think he ever said that to her because this was her world—it would crumble around her. And since Sarah was now out of the house, why do that now?


But the question is how long had they been living like that? Did the dad leave every morning with a briefcase, change clothes to do whatever kind of work he really did, and then put his suit back on and come back home? I think the father’s side of it was the true drama side of it. 




PD: Would you actually bring him on in flashbacks or in her recollections? 




WB: I’ve got another way. Molly says she sees him and the daughter’s sitting there. “Mom, what’s wrong?” I think the daughter’s teaching her how to drive. She’s never had to drive. And she says, “I just saw your father.” “No, Mom, it was closed casket.” “Well, it could have been your father.” 




PD: So is it a vision? Wish fulfillment? Or is it really him? 




WB: It’s left open. And I think throughout the piece, she keeps seeing her husband. And at some point, we’ve got to ask, “Does she see her husband?” And the hard thing is that if she did, then what really happened? But if she didn’t, she meets this guy who just looks like him, and she brings him home, and Sarah is shocked. “It’s crazy!” But maybe he is everything her father wasn’t.


I think if we have this element, we have the family album. In comedy, there’s that element of reliving a relationship, keeping the funny there. But, through that story line, we get a chance to find out what was she with Dad. I think there would then be a point where the guy who looks like her father stumbles across a picture. He hasn’t seen a picture of all this and he stumbles across a picture, and he realizes what’s going on here.


I would love to do a story where both Molly and Sarah pull jury duty. They each have different versions, so other people have to deal with these two. So we have times where they’re far apart, but when they’re in sync—“These guys are nuts. These two are just . . .” And then we see them move on different sides of the street in that kind of setting. 




PD: When you’re writing comedy, how do you know when something’s funny?




WB: Usually the first thing that comes out is funny. Then you go, “Oh, I’ll tweak it here, I’ll tweak it there.” Then there’s a point where I go past that, and I go, “No.” But first, it’s got to make me laugh.




PD: You have this infectious laugh and you have a really nice meter inside that says, “That would be funny.” 




WB: I do it so fast now. It’s like, “No, no, no, yeah.” And sometimes I don’t even know what the “no” was. 




PD: How do you go about making stuff funnier when you get feedback that you need more laughs?


“If it’s not funny, it’s usually because it’s 
 not the worst thing that can happen.”


WB: First I’d look at what the original joke is, and a lot of times when it doesn’t work, it’s because there’s no surprise in the joke; it’s expected. If it’s not funny, it’s usually because it’s not the worst thing that can happen. There’s something worse that could happen. And you can’t get any worse than this. Let me give you an example: “Well, the camera fell over.” And I go, “Wow, now that’s bad,” but where did it fall? But it’s not specific enough. And a lot of times, it will be something specific that plays into the fear of your character that you’ve built up. You can get comedy out of that. 




PD: How did you get schooled in comedy writing? 




WB: My first school in comedy writing was television. Watching Norman Lear at the time Good Times was on, and Maude, it was the heyday of half-hour comedy. I used to think of half-hour sitcoms as a play. Whatever I thought was funny I would put down on paper. And going back to the “What if ” idea, I would put down what happened. And a lot of it I learned along the way. It started to turn into a curiosity because I started to get my own books on comedy. In theater, for some reason, drama is king, and you’re trying to be Oscar Wilde. I was drama all the way to Yale. I was known for writing drama and social criticism. And then I wrote a piece in New York called Snapshots: An American Slide Show, and it was done as part of a performance at Lincoln Center and Alice Tully Hall. I had to direct this thing, and I just said it was social commentary. I thought it was kind of funny, but I think the worst thing for a writer to hear is laughter. Live laughter.




JD (JEFFREY DAVIS): Did Norman Lear mentor you? 




WB: No, actually we worked together for a brief time on the show 704 Hauser.


I’ve spent time with Bill Cosby. Cosby said, “Let me help you out here.” And so he would talk about his take on comedy. I remember what he told me. He said, “Don’t go for the joke”—that’s what he kept saying. “Don’t go for the joke. Go for what’s real. If it’s real, you can always build off something that’s real. But it’s more difficult to try to build off a joke, because that’s not real. And everybody laughs because they relate to it—it’s something real to them.”


A problem I had in the beginning was trying to emulate the joke I’d seen on television, and it wasn’t very good. But when I started to learn it’s like Cosby was saying—it’s real, it’s real, keep these people real—you can keep coming back to the well. 




JD: What are your feelings are about writers’ rooms, and the politics of a room? 




WB: I like the writers’ room; I hate the politics. When I first went to The Cosby Show, I had never written for a sitcom—never. In fact, it was embarrassing. I didn’t know how a sitcom script lined up on the page. I only knew plays and screenplays. When I got the job, I told one of the writers’ assistants, “Can you get me a script? Between you and me, I don’t know what one looks like.” And they laughed. What they said to me was, “Do you know what it’s like to be at a table?” And this is my interview, and I go, “Ah . . . yeah, yeah . . .” “No, no, no . . .” It’s writers who sit around the table and they explained it to me. And I went, “You mean like improv, you mean working off somebody.” And they went “Yeah.” And they hired me. I really loved working off the other writers.


Another one: You make an incredible pitch, and everyone goes, “Oh, no, that’s not it,” and then someone else says the exact same thing that you said, and someone says, “That was brilliant,” and then you say, “I just said that.” “Oh come on now, let’s not get that way.”














KEEPING IT CLEAN 


[image: 9781402783227_0016_001] An Interview with Yvette Bowser 


A partial list of Yvette Bowser’s credits as a creator, 
 show runner, and writer include Living Single (created), 
 A Different World, Half and Half (show runner), 
 and Hanging with Mr. Cooper (show runner). 





Imagine graduating from college, calling Bill Cosby for a writing job, and getting it. Yvette Bowser imagined it, did it, and has moved forward to create her own shows. While many comedy writers struggle with the constraints of writing for network television, Yvette took on this challenge and won. She uses her background in psychology and political science to tap into the ebb and flow of everyday conflicts. They have a universal theme that enables her to make a statement without having to ruffle feathers and be edgy. She has made a career of tackling the situations that meet her criteria of being important and entertaining and going with the flow rather than fighting to swim upstream. The result has been the creation of shows like Living Single.
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YB (YVETTE BOWSER): I would break down each of the characters and give them different attributes. You want me to do that!!! Now you want me to do what I do over the course of weeks . . . 




PD (PETER DESBERG ): Pick a character. 




YB: I would start with Sarah. Obviously, she’s the lead, she’s the center. I’d make a little list: What’s her take on relationships? What’s her take on financial success? 




PD: So give her some attributes. 




YB: Well, I think relationships are very low on the totem pole for her. But I think that financial success is something that gives her a sense of worth, so I would write that down. 




PD: So she defines herself by her financial status? 




YB: Absolutely. Financial status is important to her. I think that gives her a sense of worth because I think that’s also something that she’s come from. Sometimes people feel that way because they haven’t come from means, but I think she’s someone who’s determined to stay on par with where her parents raised her. But, also, I would try to think of where is she politically, in terms of her position. I think she’s a little bit of a conservative, which is also not that popular to be right now. But I think she’s secure enough in herself that she would kind of go against the grain. She’s still young, but I think she has very firm opinions.


She’s going to protect her money. And as I said, I think her relationships are going to be secondary. She’s going to climb up the ladder as quickly as she can and secure her spot there. And then, whenever he fits in, she’ll fit him into the picture. What else? Let’s see. 




PD: You’re dimensionalizing the character first.


“If you have multidimensional characters, 
 then the situations will come . . .”


YB: That’s what I do. If you have multidimensional characters, then the situations will come, because you always know what they will do in whatever scenario you give them. There are only a certain number of plots and certain curves that you can throw at these people, but if you know what they’ll do, that’s the thing that makes them unique. That’s why we can have a hundred different family sitcoms, but they each have their own point of view. But the point of view comes from who those individual characters are, who their kids are, who their parents are, who their grandparents are. 




PD: What other dimensions do you look at? 




YB: Those are the main ones. And then I usually do a list of quirks. Do they have any quirks? Are they superstitious? Are they kind of guided by their horoscopes? I also look at where they are spiritually. 




PD: So where do you place her? 




YB: [Spoken with a hint of sarcasm.] Oh, this is so fun! You know, that’s an interesting question. I’m not really sure. I don’t have an immediate vibe on her. I think she’d like to live right. I’m sure she believes in God, but I’m not really sure if she follows the tenets of the Bible. How about that? Yeah, I think there’s temptation, there’s compromise, but her spiritual growth keeps her on the right path, which would create more comedic fodder. I think it creates more comedic conflict if you have that groundedness that’s pulling you back, even though you want to do the wrong thing, even though you might want to do what’s best for you. 




PD: So when she’s faced with a spiritual conflict, like, whether to move ahead but screw your friend over, what does she do? 




YB: I think she tries to move ahead, without screwing the friend over, which may not be entirely possible. 




PD: You end up with some great conflicts.




YB: Exactly, exactly. So that’s kind of my model. 




PD: What other quirks would you look for? 




YB: I think she probably has a really bad sense of direction. There are people who are incredibly charming, or book smart, who just have no sense of direction. I know some of those people. There are a lot of them. There’s a saying: “God does not give with both hands.” And so I try to apply that pretty much to every character: Where they’re strong in one area, I try to give them a weakness, like a real crutch, in the other. 




JD (JEFFREY DAVIS): What about the mother?




YB: Molly’s a mess, because Molly’s been spoiled. She’s never had to do anything on her own. She’s that character who would probably in many ways be very quickly labeled the “breakout,” because she knows nothing. She knows nothing about taking care of herself. She doesn’t know much about being a mom, because I think she’s really been just about herself and her possessions and her lifestyle and her social status. So, in a way, the mother becomes the child, which is a very common dynamic. I’m not unfamiliar with that.


My mother’s certainly not spoiled, but very often the children kind of rise above the parents, in terms of responsibility. Maybe that’s really the way it should be. But again, you’ve got to find those things that are also universal about the dynamics, so I’m saying even though we might not all have a very pampered and privileged mother, we would have a mother who needs us more than we ever thought our mother would need us. So that would be the universal dynamic. And then we’d get the comedy from the fact that there’s this woman who’s in her early fifties. 




PD: That’s universal, and really pulls any kind of audience in and says, “I resonate with that. I get that.” 




YB: Right, right. Because that’s what you’ve got to find. You’ve got to find your specifics for your situation, and know all the dimensions of all the characters, and then find what’s universal in that. Why is it going to entertain anybody other than myself? That’s the key. Why is what I’m doing going to be of interest to anyone but me and my family? “Here, everyone, read my script. Everybody in the kitchen—do you like it?” 




JD: Where do you think that comes from? 




YB: I try to put my degree to use. I have a degree in psychology and political science from Stanford. Life is very political, and how we deal with people is all very psychological and sociological, so I really try to observe people. Most people in my life circle are like, “Careful what you say around Yvette,” because I always change the names to protect the guilty. So I don’t really create that much. I just take from life and put it down on paper. It’s kind of my own admission to the world that I don’t make that much up. I just take my own observations and funnel it into concepts and story lines.


It’s actually the only way I know how to do it. And certainly the way I’ve succeeded, when I’ve succeeded. When I haven’t succeeded, I actually can look at it and say, “You know what, there was something in here . . .” Well, there’s always the politics of it, and who wants a certain star in their show. But I think that where the concepts haven’t totally stood up, it’s because there was something that tried to be too quirky for its own good, or some central character who just wasn’t relatable enough. 




PD: Would you do a little more with Molly the way you did with Sarah? 




YB: Molly is very much about the money. She also came from money and from privilege, and thought she married into it, and kind of did, but then only to discover that there wasn’t enough of it to sustain her after her husband’s passing. I think her ethical and moral lines are very fuzzy. I think there’s very little she wouldn’t do to get ahead, or put herself in a better financial or social position. 




PD: So she’s not really as spiritually grounded as her daughter. 




YB: Right. I think her daughter’s just more aware. Sarah’s just grown up at a different time, and just has developed her own set of values from perhaps her college experience, and who her friends became then, and how she met different people from different socioeconomic backgrounds. And I think that influenced Sarah, where Molly was kind of isolated, perhaps, more in the higher socioeconomic background. So she’s fifty and she’s broke.


Okay, I think it’s really interesting, given her former social status, that she decides that her daughter’s apartment is the perfect place for her. So, again, that’s one of the reasons I made Sarah place a certain measure of value on her finances and her career, because that is where she came from. But her apartment’s got to be nice enough so that Molly would say, “I’m setting up camp here.” Sarah’s not living in some tenement somewhere. She’s living in a really nice place. Otherwise, Molly would find a friend, a socialite, or someone who might take her in ’til she could figure out what she was going to do, how she was going to, say, rewrite the will, or come up with something to turn around her financial circumstances. I think clearly, to a certain degree, she was in love with her husband, so when we talk about romance now, I think she was in love with her husband, but maybe she was more in love with his money. And now she’d like to find someone else so she could love his money, and maybe love him, too. Which I think is very different from her daughter’s approach: Sarah would like to have her own money and then find real love, and if he happens to have money, then that can work out as well. I suggest it’s easy to love a rich man . . . it really is. 




JD: When you go in to pitch a show, do they want you to talk about the arc of the first season? Do they want you to go past the pilot and really talk to them about what you think people will be watching a year from now?


“I don’t want to advance someone’s social or 
 financial status that far in the first season.”


YB: I always do. Again, I start out very simply with what is it that I want to examine, or talk about in this series, and then what are the best group of characters to approach that topic through, I don’t go on a pitch unless I have twenty story areas. Now, every show that I’ve sold thus far I probably have used, on average, six or seven of those twenty that I have when I go into the pitch. I’ve used six or seven of them in the first season. By the time the series has come to its end, four or five years later, I probably have used all of them at some point. You can come up with a really funny story that you know already in your gut is a great episode, but it’s not a Season 1 episode.


But when you’re pitching a series and you’re trying to sell it, just for them to know that you have a multitude of stories and places to go beyond Episode 1, you don’t really have to draw that line so hard for yourself because you also have to know where to go beyond Season 2. When you’re working in production, that’s what you figure out: What are all the Season 1 episodes? And I do a lot of talking to the staff about giving them feedback when they’re pitching me something. I’ll be very clear about whether or not I feel that’s actually a Season 1, or a Season 2 episode, because sometimes people will pitch something, and you go, “That’s like Season 5. We don’t know these characters well enough yet.” I don’t want to advance someone’s social or financial status that far in the first season, because there are so many baby steps we can take to get great episodes out of. And I don’t like to go in and pitch without those, because the worst thing I think that can happen to someone is that you sell an idea and you don’t know what Episodes 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 are. That, to me, would be the scariest thing ever.


I hear people talk about it all the time: “I wrote this really phenomenal pilot.” We see lots of great pilots, but somebody goes, “You know what? This is so bizarre. It’s so quirky, it’s so funny, it’s a live-action cartoon—wow. It made me laugh so hard.” But now what? I just saw a pilot last week and thought, “This is a cute pilot, but I don’t see this for five years,” and I’m really intrigued to watch subsequent episodes, because I don’t think they’re going to do it. But if they pull it off, they’re brilliant. But nine times out of ten, they won’t pull it off. There really won’t be a series. There are series that are developed and they have these great devices, and I can actually watch it and tell that the writers were getting very tired by Episode 3 or 4, in trying to incorporate that device of telling the story backwards and sideways, and trying to manipulate the form. There’s a reason why a certain story structure has worked since the beginning of time. And it’s not like it shouldn’t be broken. But I really do feel as if you need to know the structure in order to break the structure in a way that works, like the antistructure. 




JD: What would make us want to watch this as a series? 




YB: I think this show could be an interesting exploration of where women are in the millennium, now trying to be executives in the ranks with men, as well as balance these multigenerational issues with our mothers, and perhaps our younger siblings. I might even give Sarah a younger sibling, who is different from her, in terms of her desires and wants—maybe more like her mother—so she finds herself in this sandwich. And just have it be a show about where we are as women, and where we’ve taken on too much, and where we need to take on more. Again, that would be like the seed of it.


And then there’s also the grandmother, correct? There are the grandparents. So the grandmother, obviously, was probably a very fifties housewife, so she did what she was supposed to do in her little cubby, and they provided very well for this daughter, who had a very comfortable life, and then she married this man, and she had a comfortable, fabulous life, and never really learned to do much of anything for herself. But now Sarah’s coming up at this time when women are really doing it for themselves. I mean, we can’t have the “movement” be in vain. So we’re trying to do it all. And then the question is, Have we taken on too much, as individuals, and then also as members of our family? Because I think the family element is a really interesting element. 




JD: If you didn’t have to worry about any constraints from networks and you could do anything you wanted to give it the Bowser touch, what would you do? 




YB: I’d give Sarah more dimension, and make her represent women like me as much as possible, in as many different facets of her life— that would really be it. I wouldn’t say, “You know what, I just want to make it a cable show,” and suddenly she’s naked. I once pitched a show to cable and when I left I really wondered, “When they want to have these sex scenes, or certain kinds of things that go against my personal, spiritual grain, I don’t know that I’m really ready to do this.” I think maybe there’ll be a time and a place, but I kept thinking you know when I’m ready to tell the secrets and stories yet untold. I’ve told so many stories on network TV, and then I pitched this idea to cable, and then I just thought, “Am I really ready for them to be naked?” I don’t know. Or same-sex scenes or rough sex scenes or any of the stuff that cable might impose on an idea. I don’t know that that’s really who I am.


To me, there’s a challenge in keeping it clean and knowing where those lines are for network television, and that makes it harder. I curse like a sailor sometimes, but I don’t necessarily know that it’s what I want to put in a show. 




JD: So what problems do you find with the networks? 




YB: Executives like to try to guide your vision too much. This recent process that I’ve been involved in has been really pretty good. There’s been very little tampering. But I do find that executives have a sensibility that leads toward either the extremely quirky or the extremely conventional. If you give them a story that just goes to the left of what they’ve seen before, they will almost always try to bring you back to that one story that they’ve seen a thousand times. And it worked twenty-five of those thousand times. But it’s not fresh. For myself, having been in the business now nineteen years—I’ve been a show creator and show runner for the last thirteen years—I probably challenge myself more than executives do, because I just have a strong desire to keep it fresh, to make the material somehow new for myself. You have to go and sit in a room all by yourself and face your pad of paper, or face your computer, and it’s like, Blue Sky. I don’t want to feel like I’m just writing the same thing I wrote and succeeded with thirteen years ago. I have to contribute to my own evolution, as a person and as a writer. So I have certainly done the pilot that focused on a young woman and her mother and the relationship ended in the pilot. We’ve seen it a thousand times, haven’t we? So when I’m writing another show that focuses on a young woman, I’m not opposed to making the story have something to do with her romantic life and the conflict there, but I just don’t want to do it like this: She’s in a relationship, he breaks up with her, or he cheats on her, she discovers the pictures on the Internet, she discovers a text message, or something. I barely want to see it again, let alone write it. So it is mostly about keeping it fresh for myself, and thinking that, quite frankly, that’s what the audience wants. The audience doesn’t want to see the same old pilot again. It’s not 1970, when we’ve only had twenty years of television. Now the audience has higher expectations. And they don’t just want whacky, single-camera comedies that look like live-action cartoons, where people suspend each other from the tops of buildings. We still crave the basic humor and premise of I Love Lucy. Characters—we know so purely what their motivation is, and we have our own expectations, and we’re humored by our expectations of what they’ll do, and we’re also humored by their violation of our expectations of what they’ll do. 




PD: As a female writer—the “f ” word—you’ve worked with lots of male writers. How was that experience? 




YB: Well, let’s see, I’m not only the “f ” word, I’m the “b” word, which is black. So my experience is, again, as the double minority. I decided to take what could be a double negative and make it into a double positive, and have very much made a career out of that. I have certainly experienced sexism along the way and racism along the way. And it wasn’t necessarily covert racism. But the inequities that I experienced really drove me to create my own show.


I was on one show, and I called my agent. I said, “Get me off this plantation.” They didn’t know what they were doing. And they were treating me badly (a) because I was a girl, and (b) because I was black. I had come from a very nurturing environment, where what I had to say as a woman and, particularly, as a black woman was very relevant to the show that I was working on, which was A Different World. I spent the first five years of my career in this very insulated and unique situation. Bill Cosby was at the helm, and it was female-friendly, and it was African-American friendly, and it was also a situation where it welcomed people who were intelligent. 




PD: When you became a show runner and then a creator, was it sometimes difficult to be the boss? 




YB: I’ve always tried to be a really good mentor to people, and I think there’s been a fine line between teacher and mentor, but I think mentor is a little bit more like, “I’m trying to help you be my equal,” as opposed to “I’m teaching you something that you need to know, little person.” So I think that’s probably the difference.




PD: You got out of college as a psych major. How did you make this transition into comedy?




YB: I lived somewhere right around these parts in a building where our neighbor was a really good friend of Mr. Cosby’s. So during my senior year of college, I was having a “pity party” with my best friend, and we were watching The Cosby Show, and I saw the name of that person on the credits, and I tracked him down. And it just so happened that he was on his way to the Bay Area to do some music for a movie that Cosby was shooting in Oakland, and we met up on the set and I begged Cosby for a job. “I’ll get coffee, I’ll get sandwiches, I’ll do whatever I have to do,” just to see what it is, because I didn’t even know what writing for TV was. 




PD: Have you always had a good sense of humor? 




YB: I wasn’t voted Class Clown, but yeah, I think so. I think people have found me amusing, so I just decided, “Oh, then I must be.” But I don’t hold myself out as the funniest person, and I try to have a diversified staff when I’m staffing a show, and I try to make myself not the funniest person in the room, because that’s a lot of pressure. I try to find people who I think are actually funnier than I am, smarter than I am. I try to always find someone who knows TV history better than I do, because I like to have people in the room who can say, “You know what—they did that on The Mary Tyler Moore Show,” “You know that was in an I Love Lucy episode, and let me tell you how it went,” so we can go, “Oh, OK, how do we make this situation work for us?” There are staffs where they’ll sit around and talk about, “OK, what retread can we do this week?” And that just drives me nuts. 




PD: Did you learn all your comedy writing craft OTJ? 




YB: Yeah, on the job, just watching other people do it, seeing how they did it. Again, part of that hazing process that first year of being an apprentice was contributing ideas for characters and story lines and actual episodes that other people ended up writing and putting their names on, that had actually been generated by me. So once I saw that I could do it, that I was actually doing it—I was saying it, the writer’s assistant was writing it down, and then the actors were saying it—I realized, “Oh, I have a gift for this.” And basically, again, I went back and spoke at the Stanford graduation, and I realized, “I’m sorry, gang, I’ve told all your stories on my show.” It was a hugely popular show back at Stanford, because, particularly, the black community had seen a lot of their stories told. We had some black sorority and fraternity stories, and things like that, and people were like, “We know who was doing that.” 




PD: I get the sense that when you say you’re strong, it doesn’t come from a place of ego. You approached it with reason and said, “And here’s why.” 




YB: Absolutely. I don’t respond to people who try to shove their agenda down my throat, so I wouldn’t imagine that someone would respond well to that being my approach. 




JD: Have you ever backed down on a piece of writing, something you felt should go into a show, and then later said, “Shouldn’t have done that.” 




YB: Maybe where the network was concerned, but I don’t really think so. Well, they’re the people paying the bills, and at the end of the day, particularly when you’re doing a pilot, if you don’t take the notes, find a way to make them your own, and convince them that you’re giving them what they’ve asked for, you’ll be sitting at home watching your pilot in your robe. 




PD: Some of the writers we spoke to haven’t shared your eagerness to work with networks. Some came right out and said, “I will never write something again if I can’t produce or direct it.” And still others have said, “I’m just so tired of having to have my outline approved, and then my story approved, and the characters approved. And you were saying that’s part of the challenge. 




YB: I think people forget the salesman part of the job—that’s part of it. Unless you’re paying for it yourself, when someone else is paying for it, you have an obligation to sell it to them. And you just continue to sell them on your point of view, on your approach to a given story, on your approach to a particular scene. 


They’re really separate skills. And I do feel I’ve been blessed with both. I’m a pretty good writer. And I feel like I’m a really, really good manager. And I don’t know if I’m better at one than the other, but I know that once the writing really gets started, the production really gets started, there’s a lot more to manage. My approach has also changed over the years. The first year of Living Single I took home every script, and every script went through my typewriter, which was a computer at the time. It’s evolved, but we still say that. 




JD: Stephen Sondheim suggests that the more specific something is the more universal it will be. Do you find that in your work? 




YB: I do. I completely find that to be true. Unless it gets to be so inside some specific dynamic. There was a show on TV recently, which I actually thought had an interesting pilot, and it dealt with people who were in therapy, but as the series developed, the people who were in therapy—their issues or their neuroses—became so unrelatable to me that I disconnected. But what was relatable to me initially was that here was a group of human beings who had very different circumstances, but who were somehow bound together and looking to each other for help, and then it just went in a different direction. So I saw a tremendous potential from the pilot, but it wasn’t really fleshed out in the series. 




PD: You take a story and make it pass a litmus test of universality. 




YB: Right. It’s like the core values have to be universal, so that you’re not just writing it for yourself. It can come in so many ways. The show 24 is a show that everybody from its inception was saying, “Ohmigosh, we can’t miss an episode.” And I kept saying, “I refuse to watch it, because it sounds really good, and I’m going to get addicted, and I can’t afford another hour of TV.” And this year I watched Seasons 1 to 5, and I am a complete junky, even though the situations are ridiculous, they’re preposterous, and yet on an emotional level they pull me in every week. I can see myself in that set of circumstances. I get passionate about what’s going on. And there’s a formula. I know when Jack Bauer’s going to say, “You’re lying.” I know it. I know when it’s coming, and yet it still grips me. 




PD: Talking about formulas . . . You have a very precise paradigm for how you go about writing, dimensionalizing the characters. Has that evolved much over the years? Has it been pretty constant or do you keep adding wrinkles and changing it?




YB: I say, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” So, no, I haven’t changed it much. I start out with my list of things: I go beyond the romantic and the spiritual and the financial and the political. What do the characters think of holidays? Any topic. Sometimes I’ll take headlines from the news and say, “How does this character feel about this? How would this news article play out in this situation? Just to see if I have enough different points of view in a series idea.


For example, I like to dress down when I go shopping in Beverly Hills, just to see how the salespeople treat me. And the ones who treat me right I give them my business with my black American Express card, and those who don’t, I don’t patronize them. It’s my little game. And I wrote an episode about it on A Different World, and we got a Humanitas Award for that one.














MY MOTHER THE SOCIOPATH 
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A partial list of David Breckman’s credits as a writer 
 and executive producer includes Monk, Saturday Night Live, 
 Pic Six, Underfunded, and Pulled Over. 





Unlike some of the other writers featured in this book, David Breckman never had to worry about showing up at the breakfast table with a zinger. He grew up in a supportive environment, where books were treasured and humor was gold. He spent “forty-five minutes” attending college and then began his real education. He signed up for courses with Mark Twain, Woody Allen, Monty Python, and his older brother, Andy Breckman, who preceded him on Saturday Night Live by ten years, and who he calls “the funniest man alive.” He funded his education by earning as he was learning.


David Breckman has an innate sense of what’s funny, but is uncompromising in his pursuit of what makes a story work. As he develops this premise, he moves from a wide view to something very specific that tips toward the dark side of the spectrum without diminishing the commercial aspects of his project.
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DB: (David Breckman) Well, my first-blush reaction is that it’s clearly a sitcom. The premise is great for a sitcom because it’s loose. Sitcoms are primarily about the characters, and then each individual episode can be very tightly written, and very premise-driven. But the premise of the show itself is typically very loose. Seinfeld is just a bunch of neurotic New Yorkers hanging out and having adventures. I don’t agree that the show was about nothing, because, particularly in the later years, it was the most plot-driven show of all time. Often, there were three plots going on simultaneously and they would all dovetail at the end. The whole thing about the show about nothing—that was true for the first year or two.


I would want to do Molly and Sarah’s story as a feature. Molly, who’s lost her husband, and perhaps lost her anchor, is, to some degree, rudderless now and also struggling with the idea of being middle-aged. Maybe she starts competing with her daughter, Sarah, who she’s just moved in with, for the attentions of a guy. I don’t know who that would be, but that’s another way to go with it. And that’s something that a lot of people, myself included, can relate to—the fact that we’re trying to hold on to our youth and we’re feeling threatened by every succeeding generation.


You could do it as a feature, where Molly, the mother, was the heavy and doing it from Sarah’s point of view. Sarah would be faced with the prospect of having her own mother competing with her, and indeed, trying to undermine her, as they’re competing for the attentions of a guy. And it could be funny, but there’s also something heartbreaking about it—knowing that your own mother is sabotaging your efforts at seducing or romancing this guy. And there could be scenes with Sarah as this realization first dawns on her, as it’s first sinking in: “Holy crap, the tires on my car were slashed. I couldn’t imagine who would do that. I thought it was my creepy neighbor, Jack, but I’m seeing evidence now that it was my mother.”


That kind of dawning realization would be harrowing. Your “frenemy” is your mother, of all things. So that’s another way to go. But one problem, one of the recurring flaws of that premise, is that although mothers and daughters traditionally are at odds with each other, I don’t think this situation I’m describing happens very often. So I don’t know if there’s a lot of relatability there. You can talk about a mother being stifling, you can talk about a mother being smothering or intrusive, but a mother sabotaging you—and whatever the female equivalent of “cockblocking” is—in your efforts to romance a guy. Well, God forbid, if it happened. But I do think it’s a funny way of going.




PD (PETER DESBERG): It’s a funny idea. I’m just thinking that Molly has convinced herself this guy’s not really right for her daughter. 




DB: That’s great. She could be rationalizing these atrocious things she’s doing. Because even people who do the most dastardly things don’t ever think of themselves as evil. No one thinks that what they’re doing is malicious. They’re always rationalizing everything they do, even Stalin, Hitler. So I guess both parties would feel justified in what they’re doing, although, Sarah, I think, with a lot more justice.


If this is a feature, the central character is Sarah coming to terms with the fact that she is competing with her mother for the attentions of a guy, or a job. Her mother moves to town and throws her hat in the ring for the same job Sarah’s going for. Molly starts sabotaging her. And then there could be a guy at the company they can both be competing for. This is an easy way. What if it’s the boss? I guess the basis of the story would be realizing that you have to compete with your mother, which is alternately funny and harrowing.


At a certain point, Sarah could say to her best friend, “Ohmigod, my mother’s sabotaging me,” which is a bitter pill to swallow because your psyche is denying this the whole time. “Okay, she’s going out with Ted. I love Ted, but she’s dating him and she’s spending the night at his chalet—I’m sure with the best of intentions. Just wait a minute, I’m sure she had a reason, but she slashed my tires. But I’m sure it was with the best of intentions.” At a certain point, all her defenses would be down; the firewalls have been penetrated, and there’s just no conclusion left except, “My mother might be a c-nt.” Which, in a sense, makes this almost a horror movie.


Yeah, I think that might be the way to go with it, and it would just be sort of this slowly dawning realization. I don’t quite have a resolution for that. There’s any number of ways to go with it. Focus groups would probably want a comeuppance for the mother, but then it also depends on what studio you’re doing it for. There might be a reconciliation of sorts.




PD: You can also come up with three or four endings.




DB: Right, which is sort of how it’s being done now. They ultimately end up with three or four. The focus audiences will reject the first ending, and the studio will very hastily demand a new ending, and they’ll reshoot the last ten or fifteen minutes. And typically, the new ending is much blander and more by the numbers and unsatisfying. 




PD: Composers have false cadences, where you think you’re going to the ending, but they’re setting the audience up for a different ending.




DB: That’s my favorite kind of storytelling. It should be the goal of any ending. It should be satisfying, but it should be surprising at the same time. That’s a difficult nexus to find. But you’re right; ideally, you’re going for something like that. What you end up with is something usually much more unsurprising, unfortunately, and clichéd.




PD: How would you handle the question of the mother’s likability?




DB: You’d have to decide if you want the mother to have a tenable argument. You’d have to decide if the audience would be called upon to sympathize with Molly. I don’t know if that would make for as entertaining a movie. If it was more from Sarah’s point of view, the mother could be more of a heavy, and you wouldn’t have to make her as likable. As a writer, I’m inclined to make it about Sarah, and to make the mother this villain, which I think is just more interesting. But maybe if you wanted to attract Jessica Lange, or some really talented fifty-something actress, you’d have to end up making the mom more sympathetic, which, frankly, I’ll say, for me, just won’t be as much fun. If you’re talking about a fun ninety minutes, this should be a perverse sort of horror movie. But instead of, “Oh my God, my mother is a werewolf,” it’s, “Oh my God, my mother is a bitch!” And so to keep this as entertaining as it can be, I would not feel obligated to make Molly sympathetic.


The other thing is this: Sarah we like. She’s your protagonist. You would like her. I’m not a marketing person, but I suspect that young women, twenty-something girls, would really relate to the idea of a woman who is at odds with and fighting for her life against her mother. Of course, we’d be pandering, but . . .




PD: You’ve come up with some very good, film “noirish,” dark-comedy elements. Is that something that interests you?




DB: It’s funny you should say that. One spec I wrote a long time ago and I’m retooling is actually a dark comedy. It’s a riff on the Hitchcockian premise of the innocent man falsely accused, and then having to go on the run and establish his innocence. North by Northwest is a classic example of that, but Hitchcock did that a lot. He did it in a movie called Saboteur. He remade that movie at least three or four times.


I tried to think of what would be the most horrible thing you could be accused of, something that you would then have to establish you were innocent of, but still maintain a comedic tone. And here’s what occurred to me: a spate of killing of grandmothers. In America we love mothers, but we really love grandmothers. So if you were accused of that crime, and the people who were framing you—in my story this guy is being meticulously framed—it looks for all the world like he’s doing it. The cops show up at his apartment when he’s not there and they find five dead old women on the floor. And the police were summoned there because of a phone call that he apparently made. The cops had his voice coming from his apartment. They come in and find five dead grandmothers on his carpet. It looks very incriminating. Think David Schwimmer in the first couple of seasons of Friends. “I did not do this. I am not the granny killer.” But no one believes him. And this guy would never survive eleven minutes in prison because a lot of convicts were raised by their grandmothers. So he escapes his captors and he goes on the run, and he’s trying to find out who’s doing this, who’s setting him up, who framed him. So that, I think falls under the heading of dark comedy.


But like we do with Monk, I want the mystery elements to make sense. It shouldn’t just be an excuse to have gags; hopefully, the comedy works. But the mystery should make sense. One of my favorite movies is Silver Streak, which is a really good comedy thriller. 




PD: How would you take those elements and integrate them into Sarah and Molly’s story?


“The more perverse part of me, which is the dominant part of me, thinks you can’t go far enough.”


DB: Well, this is not a thriller. Hopefully, there’d be moments of suspense. It has that sort of Enemy Within feel. You don’t know how far the mother will go. You’d have to decide how far you’d want this mother to go, and exactly what she’s willing to do. The more perverse part of me, which is the dominant part of me, thinks you can’t go far enough. Molly would literally end up ruining Sarah’s life to get what she wants. But then you are limiting yourself, as far as your wrap-up or resolution is concerned. You can’t have reconciliation at the end, having them hugging as if everything’s forgotten, as you roll the credits.


But if you were to explore that aspect, you could have the mother ruining her daughter’s life. Near the end of the film, the end of the second act, where the main character is typically at a low point, God forgive me for breaking out the Robert McKee algebra, because you can’t reduce it to calculus. But one problem is every executive has taken these courses and believes this stuff, like it’s the Talmud. So they talk in these terms. At these meetings they say, “Tell me your inciting incident. What’s your page 30 incident?” And you just want to say, “It’s not algebra!” Thank God, because I failed algebra. But if you were to borrow that template, Sarah’s low point would have to be where she’s completely undone. She would have to be out of work. Her relationship with the guy—we’ll make him Dermot Mulroney—is in shambles.
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