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INTRODUCTION Taking Note


I tell stories for a living.

I’ve told them to friends over too much wine at dinner. I’ve told them while waiting for long lighting setups on distant locations. Sometimes lying awake in the middle of the night, I’ve even told them to myself. Hollywood stories are necessarily suspect. What’s worse, time has sanded the rough edges of certain memories. And though I’ve resisted, as best I could, the impulse to straighten the narratives, shape the second acts, sharpen the dialogue, I’m afraid nearly fifty years of telling stories for a living has left its mark. Let’s just say they’re as true as they can be given a reflexive impulse to please and the hope not to be excommunicated from certain Hollywood parties that I don’t care to attend anyway. And while I’d like to think I’ve been at least as hard on myself as I am on others, I’ll admit that some names have been omitted while others have been kept. In certain cases, this is so as not to be hurtful, in others it’s payback, pure and simple.

Speaking of names, I’ll be dropping a few. I’ve come to accept there’s no way to tell these stories without being falsely modest or pretentiously unpretentious. Call it the Director’s Paradox—a mere mortal hiding behind the camera watching the drama of gods and goddesses in the golden glow of the stage lights, then wading into a shitstorm where he presumes to tell everybody what they’re doing wrong. To be a director is to be a changeling. I have played both good cop and bad, psychoanalyst, flirt, camp counselor, drug counselor, scourge, tutor, BFF, coach, con artist, confidant, and co-conspirator. Also, a heartless son of a bitch. On set I can be downright jolly, joking with the cast and crew. It’s all a big party until they learn I want what I want when I want it, and I morph into a muttering Napoleon determined to bend the world to my will.

A shooting company is like the crew of a nineteenth-century sailing ship. Each member is a master: the key grip is the ship’s carpenter, the gaffer a sailmaker, the first assistant director (AD) is chief mate. And lurking in the prow is the ship’s captain, long beard blown back by the salt spray, howling, I know the way! Follow me! The truth is he’s only guessing. But someone has to say it.

Over the years I have worked with self-proclaimed masters of the universe, unheralded geniuses, hacks, sociopaths, savants, and saints. Mostly, I’ve found myself surrounded by brilliant, talented, funny-as-fuck artists, many of whom I’ve admired for years, and who to my surprise seemed interested in my ideas. As for tolerating the appalling behavior of the random beautiful narcissist, well, that’s what my grandfather called “the cost of doing business.” It also must be said they make for the best stories.

Rereading these chapters, I realize that while setting out to write about what I’ve learned making movies, I’ve in fact ended up highlighting what moviemaking has taught me about life. Though told in the guise of Hollywood anecdotes, each one turns out to be a surprising lesson: about mentors, monsters, and the meaning of friendship, about the perils of meeting your idols, the complexity of success and the nobility of failure. Taken together, these stories can also be read as a kind of pilgrim’s progress: a sentimental journey from innocence to experience. More parable than practical instruction, some are moral tales, others aspire to high comedy. There are also turgid melodramas, crushing tragedies, political thrillers, and at least one horror story featuring the appearance of true evil. There are tales of love and loss, loyalty, betrayal, unexpected heartbreak, and even less anticipated triumph. Inevitably, each one becomes a meditation on working—that thing we do every day to which we give so much of ourselves, often at the expense of our families, our health, and a piece of our soul. The work we choose defines us. It creates meaning and purpose all its own; it peoples your life with an entirely different cast of characters from those waiting at home, offers a separate identity, sometimes even a contingent existence. I’ve been work-addicted since childhood, and I know I’m not alone in that on the set.

My notebooks on working fill an entire shelf in my office. On the inside cover of my first one—a black Moleskine, unlined—I wrote “creation is memory.” I think it was Kurosawa who said it, I certainly didn’t make it up, yet in retrospect it begins to explain what I was up to. I couldn’t possibly use what I was witnessing, yet I was desperate to preserve it all, believing that by storing it away it might someday give me a leg up as a filmmaker. I couldn’t have known that the value of these notes would only become clear years later, after a decade of scrambling, scheming, striving, and the repeated humiliation and abject mortification of knowing I was doing mediocre work. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Humiliation and mortification are subjects that will get more than their share of attention in the stories to come.

When one notebook would fill up or the spine would crack and the pages begin to fall out, I’d buy another. To this day I continue to scour my old notebooks for inspiration. I covered page after page with Hollywood lore. I loved the autobiographies of Billy Wilder, Sidney Lumet, Nunnally Johnson, Akira Kurosawa, and so many others. To discover that these Olympian talents were forced to deal with the same indignities I would eventually endure was perversely comforting. As I continue to be buffeted by the chutes and ladders of the biz, William Goldman’s Adventures in the Screen Trade serves as both bible and Baedeker. There was no point transcribing his brilliant and laugh-out-loud observations into my notebooks; there were simply too many. Better to buy several copies and wear them out, one after another.

Having admired so many great memoirs, I will admit to being more than a little sheepish at having written one. I am reconciled that my career will never rival those of my heroes, and it seems more than a little presumptuous to assume anybody will be interested in my own misadventures. I’ve always taken comfort behind the camera. The words spoken on-screen may be mine but I’m more than happy having the lights shine on the actors. My most personal thoughts can be safely disguised in the mouth of a character while the notion of writing in the first person holds a unique terror. I was trying to explain this to Liberty, my wife of more than forty years, feeling a little vulnerable about revealing myself to the world. She set down the manuscript on the bedside table, smiled gently, and said, “Let’s just say it reveals some of you, sweetheart.”



Four years ago, I had never considered writing a memoir. But everything changed at 4 a.m. on a March morning in Tribeca as I was getting ready to direct the first day of shooting on our reboot of thirtysomething called, unsurprisingly, thirtysomethingelse, a project my partner and I had contemplated but managed to procrastinate writing for thirty years. The stillness of a big city at dawn has always been one of the pleasures of directing; standing alone on a deserted avenue before the endless barrage of questions begin—what an assistant director likes to describe as “trying to herd cats.” I remember cursing when my phone rang. It could only mean something was wrong.

“The city is locking down,” said our unit production manager. “The studios are scuttling every show in the country.” We had all known the pandemic was spreading, but few of us could have anticipated how rapidly, and only the most alarmist had imagined what the next two years would portend. I flew back to LA on the last plane out of JFK. Back home, I watched, benumbed, as the death toll climbed. As for the postponement of our production, I had long ago grown accustomed to such sudden reversals of fortune. Legends of the Fall had been delayed twice, once for over a year. Shakespeare in Love was canceled only weeks before shooting with huge sets built and costumes fitted and ready. It took six years to bring it back to life. Alas, to this day, thirtysomethingelse remains stillborn.

Like everyone else, I sat home wondering how quickly things might get back to normal. As weeks turned to months and months blurred into years, I knew I should start writing something new. But my head wasn’t in it. I now know that I was grieving. Something about losing the opportunity to revisit halcyon days, the chance to reconnect, after thirty years, with a group of actors and writers who had meant so much to me—it knocked the wind out of me. I have always been aggressively forward-looking, mostly immune to regret, and never interested in looking at past work. But for the first time in my life, having been stripped of the work addiction that’s defined me since second grade, I decided to sit down and take a hard look at what I’d made over the years.

Once I got past all the moments that made me cringe—creaky exposition, clunky dialogue, awkward staging, a funky camera move, a joke falling flat (nobody can write worse reviews than a movie’s director), something strange and unexpected began to happen. Instead of watching the movies themselves, I began to reflect on what it had taken to make them: the twenty rewrites, the fights with the studio, the endless casting process, the mind-numbing budget meetings, the hours in the scouting van. Had it all really happened? Had I made these? Under pain of death, I couldn’t reconstruct the plots of the twenty movies and two hundred hours of television I’d made, yet as I watched one after another I marveled at the scale of the enterprise, the amount of effort, not just mine, but the combined efforts of hundreds, no, thousands of people. I could see their faces clearly, passing in and out of view like shuffling a deck of cards.

Where were they now? Why were we no longer in touch? So many treasured relationships—with the directors of photography (DPs), ADs, production designers, producers, and most obviously, as their faces filled the screen, the actors. They’d been important relationships, too, passionate and abiding. Or hadn’t they? There’d been feuds, affairs, breakups, high hilarity, and tears. We’d spent hours in dingy rehearsal rooms, worked six-day weeks of sixteen-hour days in foreign cities where we knew only one another. There’d been endless personal conversations on airplanes, screaming fights in hotel rooms, tearful reconciliations, hysterical laughter, secret revelations, public triumphs and private betrayals, succès d’estime and colossal disasters. And that was all on one movie.

When I started filling my notebooks, I couldn’t have known how all-consuming making movies would be, what a manic-depressive roller-coaster life it augured. The juxtapositions were just so wrenching: weeks in dismal hotel rooms and a night on the red carpet, anxiety attacks and acceptance speeches. How many months, years even, had I spent waiting to see if a movie was going to happen only to genially accept the crushing disappointment when it didn’t? Even as a life in the movies has given me so much joy, such personal fulfillment and so many material perks, it has also taken a toll on my marriage, my children, my friendships, not to mention my physical and mental health. Could I write about what it’s really like to make movies? Could I reveal certain ugly truths, not just about the creativity and the craft, but also the cost—the personal cost?

Could I tell stories about telling stories?

A hopeful image comes to me as I write this. It is of a young filmmaker, bent over a copy of my book, scribbling something I’d written into a notebook of her own.






CHAPTER ONE An Origins Story Claire, Nina, Marshall, and the AFI, 1975


I bought my first notebook the day I set foot on a film set. I had always been a theater kid, writing and directing plays since I was twelve. I was just as obsessed with movies but couldn’t figure out even the most basic understanding of how they were made. Then the movie gods smiled on me.

I was living in Paris after college on a fellowship to observe experimental theater companies—Peter Brook at the Bouffes du Nord, Ariane Mnouchkine at the Cartoucherie de Vincennes—when I scored a dream job as an assistant to Woody Allen (yes, the name-dropping begins). He was there shooting Love and Death. I’d hover as close to the camera as the scowling French crew would allow, pestering him with the kind of clueless, impertinent questions only an entitled twenty-one-year-old would dare ask. That he always responded patiently and with generosity is a kindness for which I will always be grateful. But what most impressed me about Woody (first names now) was his willingness to admit what he didn’t know. He was, foremost, a writer who knew what he wanted, and he surrounded himself with experienced, talented people who could help realize his vision. Watching him gave me license to believe I could do the same someday.

He even let me peek at a new script he was writing—a bittersweet romantic comedy called “Anhedonia,” later to become Annie Hall. I’d gotten to know Diane Keaton a little on the set of Love and Death and knew of Woody’s past relationship with her, but I was astonished by her comic manifestation in the script. Her sweetness, her wonderful, daffy locutions, it was all there. He was using personal experience, not for its details but for its essence as inspiration in his writing. It was the kind of teachable moment that would have major implications for me when, in years to come, I somehow managed to put an idealized version of my own marriage (and my writing partner’s) on national television.

Woody also had the most amazing work ethic; at lunch, he’d hide out in his trailer and practice the clarinet, then after a day of shooting from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m., instead of going out to dinner (in Paris!) he’d return to his hotel and go back to work writing his next movie.
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Whenever I could, I would sneak off and scribble what I’d observed from his set on the back of call sheets and the cast’s lunch orders, sometimes adding snippets of dialogue from the scenes I’d watched (and one I’d actually been in). Riding back on the Métro, I’d pull the crumpled scraps from my pocket and transcribe them into my notebooks. Once ensconced in my fourth-floor walk-up, I’d underline passages of a secondhand copy of Sergei Eisenstein’s Film Form or a French edition of Robert Bresson’s Notes on the Cinematographer (which I couldn’t understand in English either). Weekends were spent at the Cinémathèque where, for the equivalent of a dollar, I would sit on the cement floor and watch classic films, one at 8 p.m., one at 10 p.m., and with help from some strong hashish, a midnight feature. I began to keep pen and paper on my bedside table to record the grand visions of films I would someday make. Some nights I wouldn’t sleep at all because I was too busy shooting them in my head.

With my production assistant (PA) job over, I returned to the States and fumbled around trying to come up with what to do next. While in college I’d written for Rolling Stone, and then for The New Republic, yet it never felt like journalism was my calling, and my editors tended to agree. I’d had small professional jobs directing plays in summer stock and had received a tentative offer to work at the Public Theater, but I had to admit that I’d been bitten by the movie bug. And so, on a wing and a prayer, never having made a short film or held a camera, I applied to the director’s program of the American Film Institute. Inexplicably, I was accepted. All I can surmise is that admission was much less competitive back then.

The day I arrived in Los Angeles it was a hundred and two. As I drove around looking for a place to stay, falling ash from a brush fire in a canyon whose Spanish name I couldn’t pronounce covered the used Volkswagen Rabbit I’d bought from an out-of-work sound editor. Half its dashboard had been gnawed away by a German shepherd left in the car with the windows rolled up, the air-conditioning didn’t work, and sweat pooled on the polyester seats. Not long ago I’d been drinking pastis in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, now I was lost in a featureless city, not knowing a soul. I checked into a shabby motel on Pico with an over-chlorinated, leaf-strewn pool and spent the week before classes began in my darkened room watching reruns of sixties TV shows with a wet towel on my chest or seeking the cool refuge of a matinee in the Village Theatre. At night I haunted the Westwood bookstore or trolled the UCLA campus unsuccessfully hitting on coeds.

Every first day of school bears the same terrors. Within minutes of arriving at the AFI—formerly a grand Beverly Hills mansion—I could tell my classmates were all better prepared than me, having graduated from NYU film school, worked for production companies, or made their own films. They talked easily of agents, executives, and development deals. Their conversations were peppered with a strange patois of “grosses,” “release patterns,” and something called “the trades.” Even more daunting was their technical proficiency. Standing beside the lunch truck, I eavesdropped on passionate arguments over the merits of the Panavision camera versus Arriflex, and whether a 1:85 aspect ratio was more conducive than an anamorphic lens for shooting action.

The structure of the AFI conservatory in those early days was based on the nineteenth-century European model. Twenty-six of us were invited as first-year fellows with the understanding that only six would be invited back for the second year and given financing to shoot a half-hour movie on film. Though only in the fifth year of its existence, the program had already produced a remarkable crop of graduates: among them, Terrence Malick, Caleb Deschanel, Amy Heckerling, Marty Brest, and Bob Richardson. We’d also heard about a strange young man in the basement finishing what was rumored to be a masterpiece. His name was David Lynch. It was a high bar, and the atmosphere was charged with the desperate ambition and intensity common in young filmmakers everywhere.

I had made a terrible mistake—I didn’t belong there—a conviction borne out by the reception to the screening of my first student project in the program’s weekly narrative workshop. In a tradition perhaps inspired by the struggle sessions of China’s Cultural Revolution, the unfortunate director was forced to sit in a hard chair and forbidden to speak while twenty-five director-classmates gleefully analyzed (read, brutalized) their work. Ever the diligent student, I was unaccustomed to such overt failure. The humiliation would have been bad enough, but it was amplified by the derision of the artistic director, an Italian martinet named Antonio Vellani, formerly George Steven’s assistant of many years. His summation of my first effort, a turgid, lugubrious Bertolucci homage about a boy returning home to see his dying mother: “Mood,” he intoned, “is doom spelled backwards.”

That afternoon I returned to the hateful motel room, flung myself face down on my bare mattress, and cried myself to sleep. While in Paris I’d fallen in love with the idea of being a filmmaker, but I clearly had no idea how to actually make a movie. Waking up sometime after dark, sweaty and disoriented, I resolved to quit film school and return to Europe. In this spirit I wrote a plaintive letter to Woody.

“L.A. is horrible. Nobody understands the kind of sophisticated, intellectual films they make in Europe.” I knew he would understand, his revulsion for L.A. was part of his comedy: “Q: What’s the difference between L.A. and Dannon Yogurt? A: Dannon Yogurt has active culture.” So, I was surprised when he not only encouraged me to stick it out, but also gave me the name of a young woman he had met on his last trip to L.A. He said he’d been impressed by her and thought we might like each other.

Her name was Claire. An L.A. native, she had spent her first year out of Princeton working for Ralph Nader’s NGO on the abuse of seniors in nursing homes. Having done her part for the good of mankind, she had made her way back to the embrace of family—and the family mansion—in Bel Air, where she was presently passing the time, poolside, writing poetry. Claire and I met and slept together in the same afternoon; it was 1975, that kind of thing happened. I was enchanted with her wit, her self-assurance, and the vanity plate on her late-model BMW that read BEL JAR. A week later, she withdrew money from her trust fund and rented the top floor of a falling-down shack in Laurel Canyon. I moved in soon after, humping two duffel bags and a guitar up the rickety steps. There, we read poetry to each other by candlelight. Overwhelmed by the decision to be artists, we clung to each other like two forest animals lost in the city.

Meanwhile, my experience at AFI continued to be torturous. My early efforts at screenwriting were universally derided, as was my next project for the narrative workshop. I might well have quit had it not been for the presence of two sublime artists who rounded out the faculty. Nina Foch, an Academy Award–nominated actress and legendary teacher, rode herd on us as we directed scenes, while the great European filmmaker Ján Kadár mercilessly analyzed our work frame by frame. The pain of their harsh critiques was outdone by the acuity of their insight. Every artist has a teacher who changed their life. I had two.

To have encountered Nina Foch at twenty-two was akin to the horrors of my first acid trip mixed with the rapture of my first love affair. I thought I knew something about directing actors before meeting her, but the depth of her observations opened my mind to an unseen world. She was a protégée of Stella Adler, a disciple of a tradition begun at the Group Theatre and carried on by such legendary teachers as Sanford Meisner and Uta Hagen.

Ján’s approach was utterly different. A product of a European conservatory himself, he was as exacting about lenses, editing, and mise-en-scène as he was about politics and purpose. His life had also been harrowing. A Jew imprisoned by the Nazis in World War II, later jailed as a socialist when the Russians took over Czechoslovakia, his grim view of humanity was leavened by irrepressible humor. He taught us that no movie, no matter how serious, could ever be funny enough.

In what was intended as a gift to the student body, a celebrity guest speaker would come to campus every week. We, the Fellows (in the conservatory spirit, that’s what we were called), sat in a circle and listened spellbound to the words of a parade of past masters—David Lean, Paul Newman, King Vidor—praying their greatness would somehow rub off on us by proximity. In fact, their dazzling anecdotes about making classic films with the world’s biggest stars had the opposite effect, only making me feel worse about my own miserable efforts.

Then one day in Nina’s class, something marvelous happened. I met someone who would change my life. Marshall Herskovitz had graduated from Brandeis the year before and decided to use his bar mitzvah money to make a short film. Undaunted by knowing nothing about filmmaking—a fact borne out on his first day of shooting when he attempted to film the entire script one line at a time—he had come to California believing his masterpiece would get him work in the business. Alas, his self-financed short turned out to be—in his words—the most expensive application to film school in history. (I should add that by the second day of shooting his opus, Marshall had deduced it made more sense to shoot an entire scene and then cut and assemble it afterward, thus singlehandedly discovering modern filmmaking, albeit not for the first time.)

I felt myself drawn to this tall, underweight, curly-haired, bespectacled young man who bore, in my mind at least, a slight resemblance to the young Groucho Marx. We were doing an exercise about “hot objects,” intended to teach us how an actor’s connection to his props can generate deep emotion. Marshall brought in an antique carpenter’s ruler that had belonged to his late grandfather, a cabinetmaker. As instructed, he first described the tool with great precision, then, at Nina’s command, began to reminisce about his connection to Max Herskovitz. I watched, fascinated, as a remarkable transformation took place. No longer was he a geeky twenty-two-year-old standing awkwardly before a group of skeptical student filmmakers. Instead, here was a master storyteller spinning a tale that had us all leaning forward in our seats. Looking around, I saw that some of us were deeply moved. When it was my turn to stand before the class and I took out a broken pocket watch belonging to my grandfather and told the story of his immigrant journey to America, I could see the look of recognition and delight on Marshall’s face.

Each day at lunch the Fellows would hang out by the roach coach wolfing down terrible burritos. I can’t recall who first spoke to whom, but within minutes Marshall and I were deep in a conversation that has now lasted almost fifty years. It’s not just that he was smart and eccentric—his senior thesis had been a screenplay of Beowulf, he could speak passable Middle English, and for some morbid reason I chose not to think about, possessed an encyclopedic knowledge of firearms and edged weapons. He was also funny, psychologically astute—he’d been in therapy since age ten—and animated by a brimming passion for making movies. As soon as we began to shoot our short films it was clear he was light-years ahead of me. Technically proficient, with a great ear for dialogue, he was quickly recognized as the star of the class. There’s a line from August Strindberg’s The Stronger that epitomizes our early relationship.

“I couldn’t risk becoming your enemy,” says Madame X, “so I became your friend.”

Competitive as the program was, we were also expected to work together on each other’s films as DPs, sound mixers, even actors. Given that setting, it’s impossible to downplay the meaning of the unspoken alliance Marshall and I formed. It’s remarkable just how much a single friendship can be a tonic to the alienation and self-doubt of a gestating career—especially in such a strange hothouse environment. Marshall recognized strengths of mine he considered weaknesses in his own work. Often bedeviled by structure, his storytelling was sometimes squishy and rambling, whereas the only virtue I seemed to possess was the ability to be dropped anywhere in a story and be able to say what scene came before and what beat should come after. As we worked together, it became clear that, between the two of us, we might be at least one complete filmmaker.

Meanwhile, I was spending more time with Claire and her family in Bel Air. Whenever possible, I would flee the intensity of school, winding my way up Bellagio Road for lavish dinners and weekends by the pool. I’d been around money before, but it was old money—the subdued, underplayed, Ivy League version. Bel Air had an allure all its own. One morning at a Sunday brunch buffet catered by Nate’n Al’s, I found myself in the kitchen with Claire’s sister, Jill, an actress I’d seen starring on Broadway in Inadmissable Evidence. Sitting beside her was her husband, the renowned Shakespearean thespian Nicol Williamson. Also present was Claire’s other sister, Joey, and her girlfriend, Maria Schneider, who had recently starred with Marlon Brando in Last Tango in Paris. I will never forget how casually Maria unbuttoned Joey’s shirt to hold her breast with one hand while eating a bagel with the other. Other Sundays, a celebrity pal or two could be counted on to stop by to say hi. Ever the rube from the Midwest, I was more than a little starstruck.

Claire’s father, Robert, had been a legendary ad exec on Madison Avenue who later became CEO of Avis, and then wrote a huge bestseller called Up the Organization. I still recall his slightly aggrieved smile at my hovering presence around his youngest daughter. He was somehow connected to 20th Century Fox, and one day I was invited to join Claire at a screening there. To her mortification, I was far too excited being on a studio lot, craning my neck as if on a tour bus at a celebrity sighting of, say, Burt Reynolds. To Claire, this was all old hat, but I will never forget watching a 70mm print of Kurosawa’s Dersu Uzala on a screen thirty feet high and seventy feet across.

Marshall was wary of Claire. He and his longtime girlfriend, Susan Shilliday, had met in college and moved west together. Susan was working as a script reader and supporting him while he was in school. Their relationship was flagging; as a couple they were almost hermetic and didn’t socialize much. When I managed to persuade them to go out with us on a double date, Claire’s confidence, her name-dropping, and her obvious entitlement were too much for Marshall to bear. Despite my labored explanation that it was born of the same insecurity we all felt, he was unconvinced and remained suspicious of her. Our first real fight took place when I accused him of being intimidated by Claire. “She didn’t even know I was there,” he said. “I’m not even sure she knew that you were.”

Soon after moving into Claire’s aerie, I chose to use it as a location for my next narrative project. On the second day of shooting, a C-stand fell, shattering a valuable stained glass window, and I spent the next three months doing landscape work around the house to repay the owners. This disaster was followed soon after by another when she stepped off our bed and put her foot through the body of a 1947 Martin D-28 guitar, my most prized possession. (I’d bought it after selling a long freelance piece to Rolling Stone.) Still, I was unconcerned by these portents, convinced that ours was a love straight out of a Crosby, Stills & Nash ballad: Claire wrote poems while I chopped wood for the potbelly stove, the little shack’s only heat. Yet as the days grew shorter and an L.A. winter crept up the dark canyon, I had to acknowledge a chill in the relationship. At first, I thought I was imagining it. But was it natural for a young couple’s torrid sex life to wane after only a few months? Was it a sign that Claire began spending several late evenings each week with her Princeton friends and chose never to invite me? What did it mean that her wardrobe, haircut, makeup, and demeanor had changed radically after accepting a job from one of her father’s producer-friends? A D-girl, as they were called in those days, was a junior executive role to which smart women were often assigned, working closely with writers on the development of their scripts. I chose to ignore the strangeness of watching her wholeheartedly embrace a role in a business she had only months before claimed to revile.

Okay, so I was a fool in love.

I was twenty-two, remember, and afraid my ardent desire to make movies was fading along with my chances of matriculating to the second year. Unlike Marshall, I didn’t have bar mitzvah money to shoot my own short film. I’d used it all when my father had declared bankruptcy (for the third time) and couldn’t pay the tuition for my last year of college. In fact, Allen Zwick and I hadn’t spoken since I’d had the hubris—his word was insanity—to turn down an acceptance to Harvard Law School. To him this was tantamount to passing on what he called a “golden ticket.”

“C’mon, Eddie…” he said, during an ugly argument, “get your head out of your ass!”

Now, two years later, not only was I doubting my ability as a filmmaker, but it was dawning on me I might lack any talent whatsoever. As a kid with overweening ambition and no money, can I be forgiven for seeing in Claire an entrée into a world I desperately wanted to be a part of? I realize how biddable that sounds, but I couldn’t bring myself to confront her about our dissolving relationship. Especially after we both received an invitation to Woody Allen’s New Year’s Eve black-tie gala in New York City. That we never entertained the thought of not attending says it all. I’m sure the invitation was sent as a courtesy. I couldn’t afford the flight, couldn’t pay for a hotel room, and didn’t own a tuxedo, yet I didn’t hesitate to RSVP. I said nothing to Claire about my misgivings and we made plans to be in NYC over the holidays.

Claire decided to leave early and visit friends back east while I finished the semester. On the morning of her departure, having booked an early flight, she slipped out of bed while I was still asleep. Her morning ritual was to sequester herself in the bathroom with a cup of coffee, a cigarette, and her journal—after which she would hurriedly dress, give me a quick kiss, and head for the studio. That morning as I lay in bed, I could smell the cigarette smoke wafting in from the bathroom. A while later I heard her grab her bags and head out to meet the waiting cab.

There was no kiss. I feigned sleep.

Eventually I got out of bed, stoked the potbelly stove, and walked into the bathroom. There on the counter, lying open, was Claire’s journal. Some people like to snoop. They take great pleasure in learning other people’s secrets. I don’t happen to be one of them. In my early years in L.A. I often housesat for friends and scrupulously avoided doing that kind of thing. What’s more, a writer’s journal is private. Sacred, even.

Of course, I read it.

Page after page described recent affairs, each with a successful older man from her new Hollywood incarnation. It was, I have to say, a prodigious number of conquests for such a short period of employment, but I will refrain from naming names. One was a big producer, another a top executive, the third a movie star. Somehow worse were the entries about me.

“I love Edward…” (To this day, she remains the only person ever to call me by my full name.) “He is sweet and adoring, but so callow. And so hungry. I need someone older, more comfortable in his skin, more established in a world I want to inhabit.”

My day of horrors wouldn’t end. In class, after presenting what I thought was a clever “romantic comedy” scene I’d written, Nina eviscerated me in front of all the Fellows, proclaiming in her stentorian voice, “You know your problem, Mr. Zwick? You have a case of the cutes. You have no idea who you are, or who women are… Maybe someday you’ll find out and then you can write about it.”

I barely managed to hold back tears. Of course, Nina was right. But did that stop me from flying off to New York in pursuit of Claire and my ill-fated dreams?

It was a blustery New Year’s Eve when we met as planned in my tiny hotel room. I stood there in my rented tux with the cuffs rolled and pinned (I hadn’t had time to have them hemmed) watching Claire get dressed and wondering who’d be attending the party. I needed to tell her how devastated I was by what I’d read in her journal. Though awash with bile and ego-crushing resentment, I choked it down and merely said, “I read your journal.”

“Oh, dear.”

“It’s cool,” I said mildly. “It’s over. I get it.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Wish you could’ve said something.”

“I didn’t know how…”

“Forget it.”

And that was that. So cool. So grown-up. So uncallow.

A storm was moving in as we walked past the limos disgorging the great, the greater, and the greatest into the Harkness Ballet Foundation on East Seventy-Fifth Street. According to the New York Times, “Anybody who was anybody” was attending: a miscellany ranging from Lillian Hellman to Walt “Clyde” Frazier to Mick and Bianca Jagger. I couldn’t help keeping a mental list as we sauntered past Candice Bergen and Mike Nichols laughing together; Meryl Streep and Joe Papp sipping champagne; and Kurt Vonnegut, Edgar Doctorow, and Liza Minnelli in a serious tête-à-tête with New York senator Jacob Javits. To enter that ballroom, with its huge chandeliers sparkling above and the din of animated conversation echoing off the mirrored walls, was both disorienting and oddly pleasing. Discomfiting because I knew no one; liberating because I was completely invisible.

Within minutes Claire was whisked away by Polly Bergen (a family friend?). Every now and then I spotted her through the scrum, chatting away. I know I must have said hello to Woody at some point but just as quickly slunk away as he was besieged by three hundred of his closest friends. At one point I jostled Lauren Bacall, nearly causing her to spill her drink. I did get up the nerve to introduce myself to Peter Bogdanovich. He seemed genuinely happy to be singled out and indulged me for three minutes before glimpsing someone more famous over my shoulder and drifting off.

What was I doing here? Did I think I was going to impress Neil Simon with such dazzling repartee that he’d invite me to adapt his next hit play? Maybe Richard Zanuck would screen my pathetic narrative projects and offer me a three-picture deal! I had become the modern incarnation of Sammy Glick (writer Budd Schulberg’s legendary literary avatar of sweaty, grasping Hollywood). Finding myself near the bar I ordered vodka. I was never much of a drinker; my father’s history of binge drinking had bequeathed to me a mortal fear of alcoholism. But I was feeling bloody-minded and ordered another. At one point I saw Claire laughing flirtatiously with Woody. My mood darkened. Was it possible she’d slept with him, too? And why exactly had I passed up law school? Already, friends of mine were being offered clerkships for Supreme Court justices. Soon they’d join powerful law firms, marry svelte girls from Wellesley, have babies, and move to penthouses on Central Park West while I would grow old and bitter in my dingy L.A. apartment reading scripts for other directors. I was cratering. I’d lost count of how much I’d drunk. The world was tilting, and I’d begun mumbling to myself.

Midnight was approaching. As if in a scene staged by that great director in the sky, I found myself standing near Claire. Should we kiss at the stroke of twelve? Could I strangle her in public and get away with it? I had no idea what I was going to say when I grabbed her arm; I was way beyond thought.

“You bitch,” I hissed. “How could you do that to me?”

I have no specific memory of the torrent of profanity that followed. All I know is that my banked rage, my bruised ego, and my epic self-loathing gushed out in an inarticulate spew. Claire tried to pull away, but I tightened my grip, and she must have cried out, because I suddenly felt two pairs of arms grabbing me and leading me away in a bum’s rush.

“Just settle down, pal.”

It was a familiar voice. I turned and recognized Tom Brokaw holding one arm. Tom Brokaw! I’m not certain, but it’s possible Bill Bradley was holding the other.

Moments later I found myself deposited on Seventy-Fifth Street where a winter monsoon had just turned the streets of the Upper East Side into rivers two feet deep. A cloud of exhaust from the waiting limos billowed in what had become a freezing rain and the thought of finding a cab at midnight on such a New Year’s Eve was ludicrous. I began to run. By the time I’d covered the forty blocks back to my hotel I was almost hypothermic. I tried to warm up in the rusty bathtub, but the water wouldn’t get hot. A few hours later I made my way to La Guardia and flew back “student standby” to L.A., collected my clothes and my damaged guitar from Claire’s shack, and moved back into my pathetic apartment.

Marshall called that night. He and Susan had broken up and he needed a place to stay. I said yes—masking my gratitude at not having to be alone with real sympathy for his predicament. Within hours he was on my couch, sobbing.

If it’s true that misery loves company, then my lifelong bond with Marshall can be said to have begun in earnest that night. He told his tale of woe, I spilled mine, and we talked with a ferocious authenticity, shedding the inhibitions and guardedness young men harbor. We dissected everything: our childhoods, our parents, and the secret grandeur of our ambitions. With a wisdom beyond his years—alluding to my time with Claire but never lording it over me—he said there was no such thing as a free pass to a career. He goaded us to work harder, intimating that together we could conquer Hollywood. The next day he dragged me to a run-down movie house in West Hollywood—later to become a porn theater—where we watched a terrible print of a movie he said I needed to see. After I had sobbed through the end credits, we took a long walk and decided if we ever had a company, we’d name it after the town George Bailey couldn’t leave, Bedford Falls.

By the end of that school year, Marshall had written and directed a wildly ambitious love story set amid the student protest movement. (Happily, my performance in the lead role has been lost in the mists of time.) Meanwhile, I adapted a John Guare one-act on which Marshall was the DP. Something I’ll Tell You Tuesday is the story of an old couple on the eve of a life-and-death surgery. What could have been a morbid bummer, Guare had written so deftly, weaving humor with pathos, that when I screened it in the dreaded narrative workshop, it was greeted with boisterous laughter and even a few tears. After the screening, Tony Vellani patted me on the back, and I realized I might be asked back for a second year. In fact, Marshall and I were both invited to make films.

Over the next decades I would come to meet, and even work with, many of the people in that ballroom on New Year’s Eve, but I would only see Claire once more, many years later. We ran into each other at a friend’s birthday party in the midnineties and shared carefully gilded memories of our brief time together. A year later she was dead. Breast cancer. I still have her poems in my notebooks.






TEN THINGS THEY TRIED TO TEACH ME IN FILM SCHOOL

Which took me years of humiliating mistakes to learn.


	REMEMBER TO BREATHE
You’ve worked for two years to get to this moment, and there’s no guarantee you’ll ever get to do it again. You might as well enjoy it.



	THE CAMERA IS A BUDDHA
It sees the world as it is. It doesn’t photograph your expectations or your fantasies. Try to see as the camera sees.



	NO PLAN SURVIVES CONTACT WITH THE ENEMY
Overprepare and then be ready to throw it all away when the actor feels their character wouldn’t do it that way. Or you’re behind. Or both.



	A GOOD IDEA CAN COME FROM ANYWHERE
You might as well listen to what others have to say because you’re going to get the credit (and the blame) anyway. Remember, the key grip has probably made six times as many movies as you have.



	NO MOVIE CAN BE FUNNY ENOUGH
Laughter lets the audience know they’re in good hands. They let their guard down and become vulnerable to the serious stuff.



	ON EVERY PRODUCTION
The director loses faith in the movie, the actors lose faith in the director, the crew hates the actors. Somehow it all works out.



	THE AUDIENCE’S ATTENTION SPAN IS EVEN SHORTER THAN YOURS
Fill every moment. Be generous. Give them gifts: jokes, secrets, surprises, truths. The minute they’re bored, they’ll check their email.



	
THE ACTORS MOVE THE CAMERA, THE CAMERA DOESN’T MOVE THE ACTORS
Unless you have a style, don’t pretend you do.



	MAKE THE MOVIE FOR ONE PERSON AT A TIME
Imagine your fourth-grade teacher sitting alone in the dark.



	WHERE THERE IS NO SOLUTION, THERE IS NO PROBLEM
As Hannibal said while deciding to cross the Alps, “I will find a way or I will make one.”





P.S. NONE OF THESE RULES make any difference if you don’t have a good script.






CHAPTER TWO The Learn-As-You-Earn School of Filmmaking Family, 1978–1980


While struggling to finish my student film, I found work as a reader for United Artists. Twenty-five bucks for a script, forty for a novel. I must have read at least ten bad scripts a week as well as a novel or two. It was brutal work but instructive. Writing a synopsis, even of a weak script, helped me internalize the rhythms of narrative structure, while offering my half-assed comments forced me to consider why something did or didn’t work, and how I might fix it. It also paid the rent and kept my battered Volkswagen running often enough that I didn’t have to take the bus.

Around this time, I fell in with a group of young filmmakers, several years older than me—brash, driven, opinionated, and, to their own amazement, wildly successful. They had no reason to pay attention to me, let alone take me in, except maybe to have someone hanging around to remind them of their extraordinary good fortune. Michael Phillips, who at thirty-one, along with his wife, Julia, had already produced Taxi Driver and (joined by Tony Bill) The Sting, welcomed me into his warm, convivial circle. He invited me to visit the set of Close Encounters of the Third Kind, fed me often, and included me at his anarchic, wine-soaked Passover seders. Writer Jeff Fiskin (Cutter’s Way) allowed me to sit in with a group of talented musicians at “music nights” at his Moorish castle in the Hollywood Hills. At a weekly coed softball game, comprised mostly of wannabe screenwriters, I first met Paul Schrader—already revered among us—and was happily reunited with writer Clay Frohman (Under Fire)—a childhood pal I hadn’t seen since Hebrew school. Nick Meyer, in addition to letting me house-sit his rustic home in Laurel Canyon while he was in London working on the adaption of his bestselling novel The Seven Percent Solution, loaned me a thousand dollars to pry the release print of my student film out of hock to the lab at Technicolor (an extraordinary gesture I’m not sure I ever repaid). Oliver Stone, Ivan Passer, Jon Brauer, Liz Gill, David Ward, and Jeremy Kagan rounded out the merry band. Without ever demanding any kind of fealty or adulation—although both were abundant on my part—they were the midwives to my new Hollywood life. Justifiably pretentious, but never superior, they demystified its rituals, its protocols and nomenclature. For their generosity and lavish friendship, I am forever grateful.

Everyone has a tale of how they landed their first real job. Mine had nothing to do with my new circle of friends. It began conventionally enough but soon became as improbable and serendipitous as a Busby Berkeley movie. My agent had sent a script of mine to Richard Kramer, the freshly hired story editor of a new TV show called James at 15. Richard had been hired by Dan Wakefield, the creator of the show, who was fired in a network purge the day Richard arrived in town. Having moved from New York with only a six-week guarantee, Richard found himself under the thumb of the new executive story editor, a mean hack who took an instant dislike to him. It’s easy to see how Richard, then only twenty-five and having recently published a short story in the New Yorker, might have been threatening to the much older TV writer. In any case, Richard knew he would soon be out of a job, and my screenplay was possibly the first (and only) submission he ever had time to read. Undaunted, he invited me to come up with a few story ideas. I duly read the show’s first ten episodes, did my best to contrive a plot or two, and having no idea how to do a pitch, drove onto the Fox lot for my first grown-up, professional meeting. It was a disaster. The executive was rude to Richard and dismissive of me. We were in and out of his office in fifteen minutes. The next day, in their wisdom, the network deemed that James would never make it to sixteen; the show was canceled, and Richard was paid off.

Embarrassed and unnecessarily apologetic, he offered to send my script to the story editor of Family—for which he had once written a script. It was a remarkable, openhearted gesture in a town not known for its generosity of spirit. I had watched the pilot of Family when it came on the air. It seemed to me the first show that at least made an honest effort to portray flawed people who nonetheless loved each other enough to work things out. Its lovely pilot had been written by Jay Presson Allen, the brilliant playwright and screenwriter of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie and Prince of the City. It was directed by Mark Rydell (The Rose) and featured a formidable ensemble led by Sada Thompson, a Tony-winning actress, and James Broderick (father of Matthew), who had recently starred in Sydney Lumet’s Dog Day Afternoon. Notably, its producer was Mike Nichols (everything else good since 1968). Fancy people doing network TV. A first.

Carol and Nigel McKeand were the showrunners, although at the time such worker bees were called producers. Carol had once been a writers’ assistant for Chuck Barris (later the subject of Charlie Kaufmann’s Confessions of a Dangerous Mind ) and written a funny, scabrous novel about it, Glad and Sorry Seasons, which caught the attention of a few TV producers. Until then, one-hour drama was mostly a boy’s club, but Carol’s prodigious talent was so undeniable they had no choice but to make way. I was never quite clear on Nigel’s background. I knew he’d been an actor and that he was English and very smart about story structure, and that he and Carol were married. Leonard Goldberg was the executive producer. Together with Aaron Spelling, he had been responsible for an endless string of commercial hits including Charlie’s Angels, Fantasy Island, and other triumphs of dubious artistic merit.

I was thrilled such bigshots might read my work. Okay, I was thrilled anybody would read it. No more than a week later, I got a call from my agent. They had all liked my writing and wanted to give me an assignment. Six weeks after that, only days after turning in my first draft, the story editor, David Jacobs, told me he had sold a pilot of his own (a melodrama about a scheming, rich family in Dallas… yes, that one) and would be leaving the show. Was I interested in becoming the story editor of Family?

Six months before, I had been reading scripts and writing coverage, mooching off my loving girlfriend, Lucy Bingham, able to contribute to the rent only when UA gave me enough scripts to cover. Suddenly, I found myself making more money per week than I had made in the previous two years. I was so afraid it would all come crashing down, I spent only enough to help with the rent and fix my car, and kept the rest of the checks inside a copy of Thomas Mann’s Confessions of Felix Krull, Confidence Man. When, after a year, somebody suggested I needed to pay taxes, the guy at H&R Block thought I was kidding when I handed over forty weeks’ worth of uncashed checks.

It’s possible the most exciting moment of my young life was pulling into a studio parking space with my name on it. I was going to be working with Mike Nichols! The same Mike Nichols who’d directed The Graduate and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf. Of course, I couldn’t have known that Mike had little to do with the show once the pilot was done and the series was picked up (although I’m sure he endorsed the checks that arrived weekly). In fact, Mike never said a word to me for several months, until one day we found ourselves alone in an elevator. After a moment he turned to me and said, “And you are?”

Jay Presson Allen, on the other hand, would stop by when she was in town. She took me to the Polo Lounge at the Beverly Hills hotel and told ribald stories about her early years in Hollywood working with “Hitch.” (I eventually figured out she was talking about Alfred Hitchcock.) She’d stop by the stage for an hour or two, say hi to the cast and roam the sets, praising the décor before casually dropping an ashtray she fancied into her purse—not stealing, really, more like droit du seigneur, as if it was all hers by virtue of having created the show.

My Cinderella story began to lose its luster when I discovered what it meant to work in episodic television. We made twenty-two episodes of Family a year. There was no writing staff: no one had ever heard of a writers’ room for one-hour drama. I worked around the clock, taking pitches, writing outlines. Carol wrote or rewrote everything, including my horrible first drafts. I think she needed someone to talk to, so I wasn’t fired. The following year, Carol decided she was tired—I can’t imagine why—and that she and Nigel were leaving to create a show of their own. (It lasted six episodes.) Len Goldberg realized there was no one left to run our show. He had no choice but to hire me. I was twenty-seven. You’d think I’d be anxious taking on such responsibility, but I was much too full of myself to know how little I knew. Rather than hire anyone who understood what they were doing, I hired Liz Coe, a friend from my college theater days, as well as Marshall, who turned out to be even less prepared than I was to stay up all night doing rewrites scheduled to shoot the next morning. The episodes of Family we made were… underwhelming.

It was my first encounter with real stress, and I didn’t do well. My back was in constant spasm. I lost fifteen pounds and began a decade-long relationship with Valium. Yet it turned out to be the kind of learn-as-you-earn experience I desperately needed. My film school idealism, my arrogance about directing, it all came crashing down. In those days, the measure of a good TV director was their speed. If they could shoot the day’s work without going into overtime, they were pretty much guaranteed to be rehired. That meant pre-lit sets, very little discussion with the actors, and the kind of rudimentary staging that inevitably ended up with two actors standing opposite each other trading dialogue like broadside salvos from two ships at sea. But even amid such by-the-numbers technique I learned how long it took the grips to pull a wall, spent hours working with an AD breaking down a script, and figured out how to fashion a shooting schedule. Mostly, I made one humiliating mistake after another. I did get to spend hours in the cutting room with the fabled editor Marge Fowler. I was so anxious and self-absorbed I never bothered to talk to her about her career and she never got around to mentioning it; she was too busy excoriating me for my inept directing. (To my eternal shame, I learned years later that she had cut Elmer Gantry.) But shooting episode after episode eventually had an effect. After two years of this, I was no longer a mediocre writer; I was now a mediocre writer-director.

It was then that I experienced the first of many humiliating episodes on the bumpy path to becoming a movie director. My agent (the affable and kind Jeff Sanford) contrived to arrange a screening of my student film for David Puttnam, whose Chariots of Fire had won the Best Picture Oscar. Thrilled beyond description—after all, Steven Spielberg’s short Amblin’ had captured the imagination of the head of Universal and jump-started his career—I scammed a screening room on the Fox lot claiming it was for our TV show, and at the appointed time loitered outside until I saw Puttnam walk in. A few minutes later, when I heard the opening music cue, I snuck into the darkened theater, ostensibly to see how the film looked on a big screen but in truth to check on his reaction. Five minutes later, Puttnam stood up. I ducked down in my seat and watched in horror as he left the room. He had watched less than six minutes.

So much for being the next Spielberg.

I then failed at one writing assignment after another. During the summer hiatus of Family, I pitched an original story to Fox about an American G.I. during the Korean War suffering from battle fatigue (no such thing yet as PTSD) who is pulled out of combat and dropped into Tibet to aid the young Dalai Lama in his escape from the Chinese. Long before I handed it in, the studio executive who had commissioned the script was fired, and to my knowledge it was never read. Except by Michael Douglas, that is, who believed in it enough to team me with a wonderfully talented writer named Diane Thomas for a crash-and-burn six-week rewrite of a movie he was to produce and star in called Starman. Diane had met Michael while working as a waitress at Coogie’s in Malibu. She had pestered him for months to read her original script, and at last he agreed. It was called Romancing the Stone. Even while writing under intense pressure, not to mention certain criminalized substances (such was eighties Hollywood), Diane and I got along famously and so we were crushed when, for reasons high above our pay grade, Michael was taken off the movie and our script was thrown away. I was struggling with a mortgage I couldn’t afford and was paid in the normal fashion, but in an extravagant gesture Michael bought Diane a Porsche 911, in which she was killed shortly after, hitting a power pole on the Pacific Coast Highway.

There was one particularly gratifying moment in this tumultuous period. Len Goldberg was friends with Joanne Woodward. When she told him she was interested in trying her hand at directing, he handed her over to me. I can only shake my head at the thought of myself at twenty-seven presuming to teach Joanne Woodward about directing. We sat in my office where I did my best to explain screen direction and lenses, aspects of which I still didn’t entirely understand. The rest of the time I sat there saying to myself, I’m sitting with Joanne Woodward! Joanne (first names again) was so singularly sweet and avid, while I was so intent on being the serious pro rather than the starstruck fan I really was, that I never asked a single question about her astonishing body of work. It only got worse when she invited me to her home in Beverly Hills to work on the script for the episode of Family she would direct and there sat Paul Newman on the sofa in his undershirt, beer in hand, watching NASCAR. I imagined him chuckling to himself as he listened to me coaching his Academy Award–winning wife on the nuances of staging. As it turned out, Paul and I did end up having a conversation. It was during a commercial that he turned his eyes from the TV and said, “Hey, kid, want a beer?” I considered my reply and said yes.

Later, when Joanne casually mentioned asking “Hank” Fonda to be the guest star in her episode, I thought she was putting me on.


[image: Image]
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When he arrived on the stage, Henry Fonda insisted on calling me Mr. Zwick and refused to leave his chair all day whether he was in the scene or not.

“That was how Mr. Ford did it,” he said. “At dawn, all our chairs would be lined up outdoors, and we would sit there as he looked up at the clouds and decided what we’d be shooting that day.”

I tried to imagine the scene. John Wayne sitting beside Linda Darnell and Ward Bond under the towering skies of Monument Valley. Someday, I said to myself…

Len was a kind and generous man who went out of his way to support me. Sometimes he’d invite me to lunch in his office, where he’d give me advice about the business. Our relationship wasn’t without its eccentricities. Long married, he’d apparently done his share of carousing in his younger years and sometimes the conversation would turn to what he called “Young Hollywood.” It wasn’t as creepy as it sounds; he was genuinely curious about my generation, and I was as close as he was likely to get to a young person in “the sexual revolution.” He was convinced I was something of a player—a conviction based entirely on a misunderstanding of his own devising. The year before, as producer of Charlie’s Angels, he had created a media event out of the search to replace Kate Jackson, one of the original Angels. By sheer coincidence, the young woman cast in the part was an old friend of mine named Shelley Hack. Finding herself besieged by the media, Shelley had asked if she could escape her pursuers by camping out at my house for a few days. I agreed, only to discover paparazzi hiding in the bushes the next day and my bewildered face on the front page of the tabloids as the newest Angel’s “Mystery Man.”

From then on, Len was convinced I was a lothario. I’d like to think it was for more than this that he continued to show an interest in me, but I suspect it didn’t hurt. He began inviting me to play tennis at his Beverly Hills home with the likes of Sidney Poitier and Charlton Heston (who once raised a large welt on my ass when, as my doubles partner, he hit me in the rear with a first serve). More significantly, he hired me to direct my first TV movie, a story about teenage fashion models called Paper Dolls. I knew nothing about its world, nor did anybody think it necessary that I research it. The script, despite my efforts, was risible, as inauthentic and sugarcoated as network TV could be. But it was a big made-for-TV movie shooting on the streets of Manhattan—yet another course in my learn-as-you-earn school of filmmaking. The only good thing I can think to say about the experience is that I had the good sense to cast Eric Stoltz in his first major role, and we remain friends to this day.

To my surprise, Paper Dolls was picked up as a “backdoor” pilot. Len took avuncular pride watching my ascendance from story editor to producer to director. As a newbie, I had loved nothing more than goofing on the set with the actors and palling around with the crew, but once I was in charge, the fun stopped. I was now an authority figure, and nobody was interested in my jokes. It was all very confusing. I didn’t feel entirely comfortable in my new role, yet for the first time in my life I was making real money. Ever since my father’s financial bankruptcies I had been struggling. Being able to pay rent and pick up a check had real meaning. Len had been raised in modest circumstances and then enjoyed early success as head of programming at ABC in his thirties. He loved to play the wizened sage and once said something to me that still resonates: “You pay to get paid.”

You never forget your first job, its unique confusion of giddiness, arrogance, and mortification. Family was the second-best thing that ever happened to me. The best was when it was canceled, and I went looking for my own voice.
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