







Praise for It’s All Your Fault

“Because Bill Robinson was my assistant for two miserable years, you might think I would be enraged to find myself obliquely referred to all over this amazing book. Quite the contrary, I was literally bowled over by the amount of inside knowledge, detailed research, and hilarious anecdotes Ceridwen and Bill offer anyone even remotely interested in a show business career. I laughed, I cried, but mainly I found It’s All Your Fault a globally terrifying look into the psychology of moviemaking.”

—Diane Keaton

“This is the definitive book on the madness of Hollywood. Chock full of brilliant writing, hilarious anecdotes, and above all, juicy gossip. You will laugh so hard you’ll embarrass yourself.”

—Kristen Johnson, 3rd Rock from the Sun

“A truly funny, insightful guide about how to succeed in Hollywood. This book is vital for anyone who wants to glean never-before-told insider tips. I only wish I had read this entertaining, smart book when I was starting out—it would have made my early career years so much easier.”

—Courtenay Valenti, Senior VP, Theatrical Productions, Warner Bros.

“From a man who’s seen it all, from top to bottom: no better advice can be given by greater experts.”

—John Burnham, Executive Vice President and Cohead of Worldwide Motion Pictures, William Morris Agency
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COMING ATTRACTIONS





1
The Preview


So go the twisted lives of Hollywood’s personal assistants, Sherpas to the climbers of the entertainment peaks, handmaidens to the movie star gods, granters of wishes to the too-rich and too-famous. It might be sushi at 4 A.M. It might be a private plane to Tibet, by tomorrow. It might be exotic animals for a party, or prostitutes for an afternoon. It might just be laundry. But it’s always something.

—Washington Post 8/20/98

Whether you’re trying to get a foot in the door of the entertainment industry or just love all things Hollywood, this book is for you. The eager neophytes who once flocked to Wall Street are now looking over their shoulders at the life of their friends at agencies, production companies, and studios. Lets face it, it’s always been considered hip to be in showbiz and at the turn of the millennium, complete with a robust economy and Internet studio mergers, the biz is booming. Is it any wonder more and more of Generation Y2K wants in on the party?

Starting as an assistant, or in the mail room, is the single proven way to advance quickly in show business. And, for the hordes seduced by the fantasy of Hollywood, it is also the best way to get the closest look at the stars and industry machinations. While it’s true many begin life in Hollywood working tech jobs in film or TV (sound, electric, camera, etc.) these tend to limit you to contacts and promotions among technical workers. So if you’re searching for broad exposure to the people who call the shots, you’re going to want access and proximity to those people … access only an assistant job can provide.

Being an assistant to a director, executive, star, producer, agent, or manager can be a great, intense education in how “the business” works. It’s like making it through boot camp, and it’s hard to predict who will survive. All types live through it and all types leave, including lawyers, film school graduates, and MBAs. This book endeavors to give you the view from under the red carpet. And if you have the sickness required to actually seek gainful employment in the industry, then we hope you will glean the basics in what each job involves and tips on how to succeed, learn as much as possible, and trade up in the food chain of Hollywood. And by “Hollywood” we mean the many cities where the entertainment industry is flourishing, providing the U.S.’s largest exportable product.

Sure, you’ve seen the images of the peons running across the floor of the stock exchange at dawn. You’ve seen the footage of sleepless campaign workers giving their all for a candidate. But imagine a similar kind of sacrifice and hard work for the sake of a producer who demands the City of Los Angeles change the timing of traffic signals so that he can have a more “streamlined” drive to work each day. This is a true story, but by no means exceptional in the land that breeds bosses who make assistants blow their noses for them.

The job of the Hollywood assistant is not just about getting coffee at 9 A.M., it’s also about getting Forest Whitaker a Quarter Pounder at 3 A.M. There are serious hazards in the workplace as well. Just ask Naomi Campbell’s assistant, who got smashed in the head with a cell phone hurled by the leggy beauty during a temper tantrum. One producer cut his assistant’s tie off with a pair of scissors because he didn’t like it. There’s much more to being a Hollywood assistant than just retrieving messages and scheduling meetings, although, as you’ll see, the complexity of those tasks alone have led many back to Kansas.

One may assume that the term “assistant” indicates merely a glorified secretary who must perform the usual office duties. However, there is an entire set of rules and special knowledge required to succeed in the highly idiosyncratic entertainment biz. Terminology, geography, and pecking order are just a few of the things they don’t teach in film classes.

For example, putting Harvey Weinstein on hold, or xeroxing Steve Zaillian’s latest screenplay incorrectly, can cost you your career. Try assuming your boss doesn’t mind you giving out his home number. Or perhaps you didn’t know that Sharon Stone will never sit sideways to the door of a restaurant. Make just one of these mistakes and you may find out how quickly you can be replaced by one of the thousands of eager young assistant wannabes who are all too happy to work for as little as six bucks an hour.

The first steps you take in this business can be crucial. Reputations are established and contacts made very quickly. If you’re the kid who saves the day, instead of the kid who spills the coffee, you may be looking at a bright future. If not … you may be used as a target for bottle-throwing practice like one Oscar-winning actress’s former assistant.

A word of warning: While you are reading this book you might think, Why would anyone take a job like this? An assistant job is not hell, it’s purgatory. It’s the rite of passage which, if suffered and surmounted, can land you in those heavenly regions beyond the pearly gates of the Brentwood or Los Feliz estates.

Kathleen Kennedy started out as Steven Spielberg’s assistant and moved on to produce hit films, including Back to the Future, Poltergeist, The Color Purple, Who Framed Roger Rabbit, and Gremlins. Her advice to newcomers is:

I think a secretarial or assistant position is one of the most valuable positions to be in. In fact, it’s unfortunate that most guys probably feel uncomfortable going in and taking a secretarial job because its one of the best places to start. If you get in as a secretary or as an assistant to a producer or a director, you’re the only person who has access to the entire filmmaking process.

An assistant can be more important and more trusted than a business partner or even a spouse. It’s a very intense relationship. It’s like a love affair, but a very lopsided one. They love you for taking care of them and you love them because, in a twisted sense, you become them. You must anticipate their every need. You feel happy only when they are happy. You take care of every annoying aspect of your boss’s life and enable him or her to do the fun stuff, worry-free. If your boss could have you suffer his indigestion, he would.

There are no secrets between a boss and his assistant. It is a sacred bond, the strength of which we tested when researching this book. Not surprisingly, most of the assistants whom we approached (or who approached us) wished to remain anonymous. What they say often shocks and appalls those unaware of what a sick and crazy world Hollywood is.

The key is to become a jaded industry pro as quickly as possible by benefiting from the hundreds of hours we spent hanging out with Hollywood assistants at L.A. venues such as Capo, Katsu, Ago, Spago, the Ivy, the Whiskey, the Sky Bar, the Dresden, Le Colonial, Cafe Les Deux, Little Door, L’Hermitage, the Chateau Marmont, Bar Marmont, a bungalow at the Chateau Marmont, poolside at the Chateau Marmont, and the parking garage at the Chateau Marmont. And NYC’s venerable equivalents: Bubby’s, Moomba, Nobu, Match, the Mercer, Ohm, Spy, and Veruka.

The typical evening spent in one of these trendy establishments consists of many overqualified and underpaid entertainment assistants drinking cosmopolitans and martinis next to junior execs who bemoan their heavy workload as they shamelessly schmooze those higher up the food chain in order to gain a job with an even heavier workload. The assistants, meanwhile, can be found discussing the deals “they” are a part of … though this often means they merely placed the call on which their boss convinced Glenn Close to do South Pacific for television. They tend to share the dubious attribute of talking only about “the biz” at full volume. Name-dropping is also common among this junior delta force, although the same can be said of many of their employers.

But perhaps the most defining characteristic of an assistant cluster-schmooze is the penchant for trashing one’s boss and complaining about one’s quality of life, while simultaneously one-upping peers with heroic tales of Hollywood insiderness. For example, one manager’s assistant was overheard at an L.A. club bragging about how he got Willem Dafoe the lead opposite Madonna in a sexy thriller. When a male star had fallen out of the project, the assistant took it upon himself to race the script to the airport and had it flown to Utah, then hand delivered to the Sundance workshop, where Dafoe was staying. The actor read the script, agreed to play the part, and the deal was done before the assistant’s boss was back from lunch. Sounds impressive? Not so fast. The film turned out to be the dreadful bomb Body of Evidence, and, as it turns out, Dafoe’s agent had already been positioning the deal for months.

But the assistant managed to convince himself he now had a purpose in the cutthroat world of show business and Dafoe invited him to the set of the film, where he had the pleasure of meeting Madonna during one of her endless courtroom scenes. Their meeting was cut short, however, when Sean Penn arrived and pulled his ex-wife into a trailer for a tête-à-tête. The assistant, left standing in the emptying courtroom, was mistaken for one of the jurors in the scene and was asked by stage personnel to return his suit to wardrobe.

The truth is that the above scenario is no less absurd than what happens to Hollywood assistants every day. Some reassurance: Many of today’s industry success stories, from Mike Ovitz on down, were kicking copiers and making lunch reservations just yesterday, so read on. After all, if David Geffen can go from his job as CBS usher to zillionaire and cofounder of DreamWorks, miracles can happen.

The aim of this book is also to show potential assistants:

 	
how to decide which industry job is right for you


 	
how to secure that job


 	
how to do that job well


 	
how to parlay the job into career advancement





Along the way, we hope you are entertained by the all-too-true adventures of the Hollywood assistant.


2
Why Should You Listen to Us?


Throwing away his cigarette, he went through the swinging doors of the saloon. There was no back to the building and he found himself in a Paris street. He followed it to its end, coming out in a Romanesque courtyard. He heard voices a short distance away and went toward them. On a lawn of fiber, a group of men and women in riding costume were picnicking. They were eating cardboard food in front of a cellophane waterfall. He started toward them to ask his way, but was stopped by a man who scowled and held up a sign—“Quite, Please, We’re Shooting.”

—Nathanael West, The Day of the Locust


BILL’S STORY
 [image: Image]


It was Thanksgiving 1990. I was in the house in which I grew up, in Washington, D.C. It had been six months since I had graduated from I-can’t-believe-it’s-an-Ivy-League Brown University and, like many of you reading this, I had little idea what I wanted to do with my life. All I knew for certain was that I had to get out of D.C. and away from the family real estate business where I had been working since graduation.

I had the usual, mostly worthless bachelor degrees: theater arts, political science … but I did have a vague ambition toward the arts. I was the creative type and, like the overprivileged underachiever that I was, I felt a certain sense of entitlement. I didn’t want to go to some boring office job sixty hours a week. I didn’t want to wear a coat and tie. I didn’t want to go to Wall Street or Capitol Hill. Not for me, thanks. I was going to find some way to hang around with groovy creative types and drink red wine and get paid for it. How, you may ask? I had no idea.

Cut to: a well-appointed living room belonging to Jack and Mary Margaret Valenti, whose daughters I consider good friends. I whine to Courtenay, the eldest, who works as an executive at Warner Bros., about not knowing what it is I want to do. Courtenay listens patiently, nodding her head in a concerned fashion, her empathetic gaze clearly the result of her last few studio years spent listening to pitches involving words like “a character-driven dramedy for Steven Seagal.”

After telling me how well suited I’d be for gophering in the biz, Courtenay encourages me to think about starting off at an agency, “the nerve centers of Hollywood,” she tells me. She’ll make some calls, set up some interviews. All I have to do is show up in L.A. with my résumé in hand. It’s that simple. Don’t worry.

I leave brimming with optimism, so excited about my recently prophesied future that I actually stop at a pay phone on the way home and call Pan Am to make my reservation to La-La Land. “Departure date?” Hmmm, let’s see … I wanted to do it right. It’ll probably take me a week to get an appropriate L.A. wardrobe together (I didn’t own any mock turtlenecks or a tuxedo), another week to make some calls and wrap up loose ends at the real estate company, then there’s Christmas, then a few days to extricate myself from what will surely be an awful scene with my parents, whose worst nightmare (their son gone Hollywood) is about to come true…. “January 2, 1991,” spills out of my mouth before I can stop this snowballing fantasy. “Return date?” asks the soon-to-be-out-of-a-job Pan Am reservationist. “Oh … leave it open,” I respond, sure, in my naïvete, that one day I would say to my Hollywood Hills housekeeper, “Let’s frame that silly Pan Am ticket, it was the last time I flew coach.”

Cut to Pan Am flight 112, row 78, a middle seat. The scent wafting down the aisle is not glamour, and as the Jurassic DC-10 heaves downward through the smog into the aptly named “L.A. Basin,” I brace myself for a heavy dose of L.A. reality. Or L.A. fakery. Whatever.

So what if L.A. is more strip malls than beaches? Or more freeways than palm trees? I had a special feeling about the City of Angels … almost what you’d call a premonition. No, not that in a few short years Sandra Bullock would be earning more per picture than Picasso. More like a premonition that good things would happen to me here, and not just because some tourist mistook me for Keanu Reeves at the airport when I arrived.

Now, gentle reader, I know you’re thinking that maybe I should have taken it as a bad sign that Pan Am went bankrupt shortly after my flight, rendering my ticket-framing fantasy null and void; or that perhaps I should have become wary when, upon arriving in L.A., the Gulf War broke out, prompting my mother to call every evening to helpfully remind me that I was a “prime, A-1, numero uno draft candidate.” But I was determined to stay upbeat as I arrived at the door of an old acquaintance, Roxy, who had eagerly encouraged me to stay with her “in my totally awesome pad.” Apparently, “totally awesome pad” translates loosely to “generic, West Hollywood shoe box with stained, gray berber carpet, which you’re welcome to sleep on, since there’s only one bed and the couch is tiny.”

As for Roxy, let’s just say I had remembered her as a little wild-eyed and desperate, you know, the unattractive girl who pursues your friendship so aggressively it’s just easier to surrender than keep trying to avoid her? Right, that’s her. And now that she had me in her clutches, newly arrived in a strange city with no car, job, or friends, and about $300 to my name, she moved in for the kill. Her roommate, it seems, was “like a total psycho” and took off, leaving her carrying a two-bedroom on her own. So now, she told me, I would be paying half of her substantial rent for the honor of sleeping on the floor and listening to sob stories about her endless boy troubles (in which, oddly, they all end up calling her “a stalker”) while watching her shovel ungodly amounts of HäagenDazs into her yapper. Ah, Hollywood.

But as it turns out, this was a typical Hollywood beginning. Just a few years later, I offered my own shabby sofa to an aspiring actress friend whom I would drive to auditions when we weren’t crashing Hollywood parties. I’d like to think it was my lucky sofa that helped Minnie Driver earn an Academy Award nomination for Good Will Hunting a couple years later. Regardless, it did guarantee me a date to the Oscars that year. So heed this warning: Pack lightly and carry a big sofa, because in Hollywood, sometimes what goes around, comes around.

Of course, no one had warned me how you really can’t get through even one day in L.A. without a car, so I called upon my good friends at Visa to rent me some wheels to do the assistant interview circuit. This was, however, after my first big interview with a studio VP. Wheelless, and assuming Burbank had to be light-years away since it had a different area code, I begged a friend from back East for a lift. Like so many novices, I put on my best suit and polished shoes, adopted the most deferential attitude possible, and proceeded to kiss ass for my allotted fifteen minutes. Of course, I had it all backward, because unlike you, gentle reader, I could find no book on the subject of landing an assistant job in Hollywood. I just remember thinking that I wished someone had written one. Number one: I shouldn’t have worn the suit. I mistakenly believed that the movie industry was like a real business, where appropriate attire requirements exist in the workplace. Not so. L.A. casual is the best way to describe the guys and gals I remember seeing running to and from the copier.

Number two: the deferential attitude should have been replaced by the slightly condescending, jaded assistant, don’t-worry-I-can-handle-all-your-problems-now-just-sit-back-and-relax-and-take-me-for-granted tone that comprises every executive’s wet dreams.

No one was more surprised than I when, halfway through an interview with the studio VP, she leaned thoughtfully back in her chair and told me that despite my wonderful blah blah blah, and my obvious potential for blah blah blah, she could never work with me simply “on a personal level.” Now I was really lost, because I was sure that I could not, in seven minutes, have shown her how truly annoying I can be. “You see,” she continued, leaning forward now across the desk, “you remind me too much of my brother who was killed in an accident.”

Well, that’s what you might call a showstopper. How does one respond to something like that? Seriously. You tell me. Write me. Call me. Collect. Because that scenario haunted me for years after. I mumbled some forgettable condolences and slunk out of the office in such a Twilight Zone state that I just started walking and walking until I saw signs for “Universal City.” This, I shrewdly deduced, must be the home of Universal Studios, and since I’m dressed to impress, résumés in hand, why not just head over and improv? Okay, okay, it was a stupid idea, but better you learn from my mistakes than pass judgment on a pathetic twenty-one-year-old in a wool suit schlepping across the San Fernando Valley on foot.

I arrived at the gates of Universal Studios and tried to stand in line between two cars waiting to be cleared on to the lot. I think everyone thought that I believed I was sitting in an invisible car or something, because their glares at me were tinged with just a bit of “Wow, another disciple from the Sean Young school of studio lot crashing.” The guard gruffly told me to wait to the side, which I did … until I got tired of waiting and just walked, completely unnoticed, into Universal. Important lesson here: Unless you are inside an automobile, you don’t exist.

The next lesson I learned, at the reception desk just outside the elevators on the tenth floor of the executive building, is that without an appointment, you don’t exist. What did I think I was doing, you ask, showing up blind, armed only with my résumé? No idea. But hey, what did I have to lose?

My pride, it turned out. The receptionist kicked me out. My college pal Elysa laughed hysterically at how far I had walked, when she pulled up to the Universal Studios multiplex where I spent the rest of the day watching movies in the wonderfully arctic air-conditioning, trying to remember why I was seduced by Hollywood in the first place.

That night at dinner at Mexica—the only Mexican restaurant in L.A. that doesn’t serve margaritas—Elysa and another college alum, Michael, sat me down and gave me a crash course on how Hollywood works. Assuming I was dimmer than they had already thought, after hearing the “walk through the valley of death” story, they literally drew diagrams on napkins to show me the connection between producers, agents, studio execs, stars, managers, etc. We will explain these connections later in the book, but for now just know that the napkin had the word “studio” written at the top, with lines indicating studio execs and stars underneath, and then producers, agents, and managers at the bottom.

Michael practically banged his head in frustration as I, idiot that I was, refused to grasp the difference in job description between an executive producer and a studio executive. Now, eight years later, we’ve just completed a movie together. Michael, now a senior VP at Columbia, served as the studio executive. I served as the executive producer. As Michael said that night, the best way to learn was by doing.

So I started at the bottom, as an assistant to a small-time literary agent. I was treated like a dog and after six months finally was rewarded with a salary raise to five dollars an hour (before taxes).

What transpired in between those eight years serves as the foundation for this little book: A roller-coaster ride working for agents, managers, producers, stars, and directors; my first screenplay sale; a brief stint as a game show champion; a so-called Hollywood success story profile on NBC; the chance to meet most of the greatest living actors in the world; work developing and producing films and television shows for every major studio and most of the networks; several trips to the Academy Awards; a private screening of my movie with the president; and, finally, the beginnings of my own career as a director and producer by way of founding a company with actress-director Diane Keaton.

I remember Courtenay Valenti telling me that there are no rules in show business, no qualifications necessary. I found that a hard concept to swallow, since, like most college grads, my whole life up to that point had been about amassing qualifications. But she was right. And, in the end, I got lucky. But our hope with this book is to prepare others who want to get lucky. Because, as Oprah Winfrey once said, ripping off a line from someone less wealthy, “Luck is preparation meeting opportunity.”


CERIDWEN’S STORY
 [image: Image]


I have no cinematic genes. My family’s one questionable link with showbiz involves my father in the early seventies. He was a magazine executive in London and found himself, through a chain of mistaken identities, responding to a cri de coeur from Zsa Zsa Gabor. She could not access her jewelry in the vault of a swank London hotel and feared the pricey baubles had been removed by her boyfriend who had vanished with the key. She summoned Chubb, locksmiths to the Queen, all the while clinging to my dad’s arm for “protection.” Together they led an unsuccessful assault on the hotel vault, which was blocked by the hotel manager and small army of security men. Zsa Zsa then commanded Dad loudly, “Dahling, get me the underworld.” My dad headed fast for a cab and that ends my family’s link with movieland.

Maybe I always wanted to be in showbiz. My Barbie playing was a deeply involved dramatic exercise. Somehow I fumbled my way through life to the point where I was managing an arts bookstore in Washington, D.C., and curating fabulous underground exhibitions and performances for a small audience of geeks and punks. I was showing cult films by unknown, basement-dwelling, suburban, borderline-personality types and curating “dead-end neoconceptual” art shows about hip things like surveillance and perversion. The gallery was in a great gutted factory, with dirt floors and flocks of endlessly defecating pigeons. I was living the chic life of a pomo, boho art ho. I was happy.

However, you may recall that Washington in the early nineties was not a congenial place for the fringe arts. Newt Gingrich was leading a budget-cutting posse with the Republicans’ so-called Contract with America. The arts were not even in the small print. The financial rug had been effectively pulled out from under the NEA, partly (largely?) because the prudes had never really recovered from Mapplethorpe’s exhibition. The lingering image of a large, uncircumcised, black dick was too much. Dicks were out in Washington (and have been out, in the real sense, ever since), uncircumcised or not. As my mid-twenties eclipsed the twenty-seven mark, I realized I had to make some real money. I was that person standing in line in some godforsaken check-cashing dump waiting to pay my electric bill.

One weekend I went to visit Alexandra, my best friend of fifteen years, in New York. I had just been dumped by a punk rocker (in his driveway!). On a vindictive whim, I churned out a film treatment entitled Dumped, about a girl who gets dumped six times and then gets busted for shoplifting. This venting turned into a serious conversation with Alexandra about writing a screenplay. She persuaded me to give it a shot and we spent the next year commuting back and forth between D.C. and New York.

It was so romantic, reading Syd Field’s screenwriter’s handbook on the Greyhound, typing into a small, beige Apple. We had no clue how to format a script. We had no clue how to write a script. But nevertheless we staggered on enthusiastically, announcing profound revelations like: “I’ve got it, each scene has to be driven by conflict.” Egged on by the promise of making it big with a spec script, we hammered away. Everyone we knew in Hollywood kept reassuring us: “People out here are morons, the scripts suck, you don’t understand, a monkey could write this shit.” I didn’t want to do something that a monkey could do, but the building my gallery was in was condemned, and despite growing support and a flurry of media attention, the prospect of a little “easy money” didn’t sound so bad.

So we sent our script to Bill, someone I’d known on and off since high school. He read it and said, “It’s a disaster, I don’t even think I know what it’s about. But it’s hilarious and you should keep writing.” Great.

Then he offered to offer me the job as his assistant. Some details had to be ironed out. It was generous of him to offer me the job. He had some serious concerns. I still thought William Morris was a nineteenth-century wallpaper designer. I knew that Courtney Love wore Versace to the Oscars, but I didn’t know that forgetting to tell your boss that David E. Kelley called is like forgetting to give a paranoid schizophrenic his medication.

I wanted that job security though and I pleaded with Bill; something about numerous untapped efficiency skills. This was not an easy point. He’s known me through all of my sporadic career changes, and unwavering penchant for the non-moneymaking arts, for fifteen years.

So one night, while sealing the return slip for my final unemployment check, I received a call from Bill. His assistant puts me through: “I have Bill Robinson for Ceridwen Morris.” I consider Bill a friend, but suddenly there’s this intermediary, this placer of a call, this person listening in. My future sounds real for the first time: severing relationships, moving to Hollywood, the end of the world, the land of tit jobs and intimidation and crackling cell phone calls placed by assistants.

I quiver on my end of the line, waiting for Bill to tell me whether or not I have the job. Suddenly it’s not Bill, that theater guy from high school, it’s Bill the producer, never in one place at a time. I am now one of the many things he is doing at once: driving, planning a pitch, responding to a latest draft, looking for the valet parker.

He gets on the line, in and out, apologizing for the “I’m in a canyon” static, when the assistant chimes in, “We’ve lost him. I’ll call you back.” Click. “We’ve lost him?” What kind of world am I getting into? The notion that there’s someone—an assistant—tracking you at all times, to the point where they know the exact range of cellular phone possibilities, so that they know which call needs to be made when, so that they know, silently on the other end of the line, that I really need this job.

The phone rings.

“I’ve got Bill Robinson for—”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Job offer. I take it.

The morning of my first day of work: Sunshine on my wings, I climb into my fabulously affordable, leased Nissan Sentra. I drive up through the Hollywood Hills, past the many decorator-color garage doors, the Spanish haciendas on stilts, the New Regency split-levels and graffitied aloe vera plants, toward lovely downtown Burbank. The traffic is a smooth sea of sport utility vehicles. I’m wondering if driving to Disney counts as a sport.

The sensation of walking on to the lot is amazing. And I have plenty of time to think about this as my official Disney status had me parked about a mile and half from the offices. As I stroll along the manicured pathways between the peachy-colored buildings, past a theater with a sign reading NO LOOKY LOOS, I actually see squirrels being fed from the hands of healthy, young, multiracial employees. I’m ready for Dick Van Dyke to appear and whip up a quick pastel sidewalk sketch of me in my glorious new dreamland. Messengers wave as they cruise by on their spunky bicycles, even the union workers (snacking beneath a backdrop of seven enormous dwarf sculptures) seem to be riding a seratonin high.

The offices are in one of the legendary old animation buildings, bungalow style, with breezes wafting through slats between wooden Venetian blinds. I am Dorothy. I have arrived. An intern rushes in, looking terrified, like he had just seen someone killed. “There are thirty-four messages and Bill wants you to roll.”

I stare at the terrified intern. He stares back.

And then it begins. A weird, seemingly uninterrupted ring. It’s a harassing alarm clock blare. Each of the four phones in the room is bleating at slightly different intervals. By the time I’ve registered the sound, the intern has already answered, and put on hold, five calls.

“Bill, line two.” And the kid is gone.

And from then on the day really never let up. I didn’t eat, I couldn’t, my adrenal glands were pumping me full of superhuman crisis management juices. It was only later when I got home and felt like half a bottle of tequila was the only thing that could bring me down, that I realized, above all else, this town is run on adrenaline. Speed rules. Snatching up scripts before anyone else, dialing half of CAA in under two minutes, pitching two-hour, one-hundred-million-dollar movie ideas in less than five minutes, having yours be the first bouquet to arrive when your client gets a gig. Now, I don’t want to get physiological on you. But can the human body process that much adrenaline? What is that gland capable of? I thought it was just there for an emergency. Well, let’s just say what lay ahead of me was one year-long, cliff-hanging emergency. And I never left my desk.

I was always on the job. I dreamed Bill dreams. It was like a Cronenberg movie, even my id was not mine. At first I exercised before work, but rapidly I found myself hurtling out of bed, thinking things like, “Drive-on pass, drive-on pass, Nora Ephron needs a drive-on pass,” racing to pull on one of my limited selection of appropriate outfits, and hitting the 101 Freeway by seven-thirty. Of course my apartment had nothing in it but a phone and a bed, a fact that didn’t really affect me because I was never there.

My happiness was entirely based on the quality of Bill’s calls. I lived for a juicy conversation between Bill and his power agent at William Morris. They would get into these huge fights and then make up like a married couple at the end of the day. But for the most part, I would be talking to a fabric cleaner about the exact color of the dog piss stains on Bill’s four-thousand-dollar couch, or to a robotic, key-depressing airline employee about every conceivable accommodation in Seattle.

Resentment has wonderful ways of expressing itself. My skills in passive aggression and transference of anger were tuned to perfection. Because I was living Bill’s life, I began to make the interns live mine. I soon found myself asking them to buy me cat food and deposit my checks. I had one intern assigned to the task of lying to my creditors.

At first I was very nice to them and asked lots of questions about their goals, but soon I found myself screaming their names, rolling my eyes skeptically over any project they had overseen. It got to the point where I would just throw things at them to get their attention. As Bill used to love to remind me, “It’s a dog-eat-dog world and you’re wearing Milk Bone underwear.”

After nine months as an assistant I had lost a boyfriend (he thought I was secretly “in love with Bill”); I knew two views of L.A.: the one on the way to work and the one on the way home; I basically ceased communicating with the outside world because the only life I knew was Bill’s and the assistant bond of confidentiality prevented me from uttering a word.

I was literally speechless.

And then we sold our script, under a pseudonym, to Miramax, with Bill and Diane Keaton to produce. I was the assistant placing calls for my boss in a bidding war over my script! And Bill really worked that bidding war. With his help, we not only sold the script but snagged a blind script deal to boot. I owe a lot to Bill for supporting my career as a writer.

So I quit.
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PICKING YOUR POISON
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Assisting a Star: Feeling Julia Roberts’s Pain


Everybody wants to be Cary Grant. Even I want to be Cary Grant.

—Gary Grant

The movie star stuff is fun when you get a good table at a restaurant. That’s the only time it works. Other than that, it’s actually sad.

—Sandra Bullock, CBS Online interview

I only hope that we don’t lose sight of one thing—that it was all started by a mouse.

—Walt Disney

So you’re sitting in the corner of the Sky Bar at the Mondrian Hotel on the “world famous” Sunset Strip. You’ve elbowed your way in, past the muscle-head “lister” with the clipboard, by pretending to be some B-list celebrity like Shoshanna Lonstein or Bijou Phillips. Now you sit poolside, charging your vodka gimlets to Freddie Prinze Jr.’s bar tab, unbeknownst to him. And frankly, why bother him, he looks like he’s having so much fun with Jennifer Lopez and Ryan Phillippe on the oversized white furniture. Of course, you can monitor him clearly, since there is no smoke to obstruct your view. After all, this is Los Angeles at the turn of the century, and smoking has been banned in bars and restaurants.

You look around at the throngs of young people in black, smiling so hard their teeth might fall out. You easily identify the different categories of assistants present: those Young Turks talking the most and flashing cell phones undoubtedly work for agencies. They hand out business cards and look overly interested in whomever they’re talking to. They’re not drinking much, you notice, because they’ve probably got scripts to drop off at Beverly Hills estates on the way home. That, and they’ll be getting up early to make it back to the mail room by 7 A.M.

Next to them, you spot what can only be a director’s assistant. He’s dressed very casually, jeans and a black T-shirt and he uses his tenuous connection to true Hollywood power to flirt with the most attractive MAWs (Model-Actress-Whatever) in the house. Of course, he’s talking about the screenplay he’s almost finished writing and how his director-boss is so terribly excited about what little he’s read so far, he might make it his next project.

Across the room, you pick out the producer’s assistant thanks to her stressed look and the fact that she’s actually using her cell phone, furtively trying to deal with some crisis over in the corner. She now scribbles down notes on a cocktail napkin, writing on the back of the actor who would have been her escort home, if it weren’t for the assignment she’s now receiving via cell phone.

The movie star’s assistant walks in, late as usual, to join a table of almost famous people who practically rub his head for good luck. They talk animatedly, someone slipping a screenplay discreetly under the table. The star’s assistant greets a few of the minor celebs passing by the table, gently reminding them how they met backstage at Leno and how awful the pastries were.

The sober girl with glasses pays her tab and leaves. She is an assistant at a major studio and she needs to be up bright and early to make sure all the pencils are sharpened with the studio logo pointed in the correct direction. Oh, she’s got a few scripts to read, too. Not that anyone will ask her opinion of them.
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