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Chalk in one hand, pointer in the other, the teacher skritched her name on the blackboard, then made a squeaky, swirly underline beneath and announced loud and clear for all to hear:"I'm Miss Susan Fordyce and I'll be your Journalism Advisor this year."
With her pointer, she tapped a large banner above the blackboard, which read:
LA VISTA
And informed us, "This is where we publish Mira Costa's student newspaper, La Vista."
The kid in front of me snickered. "No shit," he said in a stage whisper that I'd come to learn was one of his trademarks.
Miss Fordyce whirled on him. She said, "Chris? Did you have something you wanted to share with the class?"
The kid named Chris said, "No, Ma'am. I was only expressing my pleasure that I wasn't in the wrong room. And I almost forgot the name of our school newspaper. Thanks for setting me straight."
Miss Fordyce paled and her lips, which were already thin, became pencil lines. For a minute I thought she was going to give the kid a righteous piece of her mind, but then she sighed, adjusted her stylish (for 1960) cat's eyes spectacles and returned her attention to the rest of us.
She said, "For your first assignment I want each of you to write a short biography about yourself, and then-"
The kid named Chris raised a laconic hand to half mast, saying, "You mean autobiography, don't you Miss Fordyce?"
She gave him a confused look - what the hell?
But before she could speak, the kid named Chris explained, "A biography about yourself would be an autobiography, wouldn't it, Ma'am?"
Another long sigh. "Yes, Chris," Miss Fordyce said.
From her tone I guessed she'd endured previous encounters with the guy. Probably last year, when he would have been a Junior. Only Juniors and Seniors could be in Journalism. I was a senior and the kid had that Don't Mess With Me, I'm An Upperclassman look, so I figured he was a senior as well.
It was my first day at Mira Costa High School in Manhattan Beach - I'd transferred in from Hollywood High. The semester before that I'd attended three different high schools - one in Florida, two in Philadelphia. And before that, Kubasaki High School in Okinawa.
How all that occurred is another story, and you can read all about it in my book, Lucky In Cyprus. ( http://tinyurl.com/3wsgezn) In brief, I was a young nomad - a CIA brat who'd spent his life bouncing around the world, leaving everyone he knew behind and mostly forgotten.
And now I was in sore need of new friends.
Up front, Miss Fordyce was telling everyone that she expected the biog... mmm... autobiography... at the end of class. She would review them overnight and in the morning she would announce which of us were to be editors and which of us were to be mere reporters on "our award-winning student newspaper - La Vista."
Somebody asked, "How many pages."
Miss Fordyce raised three fingers. "Three," she said.
There were groans. In an outraged tone, somebody said: "Three pages?!?"
Miss Fordyce remained firm. "At a minimum," she said.
There were more groans - but not, I noticed from the kid named Chris. Miss Fordyce told us to get started and he just shrugged, got out paper and a pen and started writing.
I glanced around, noting there were about two dozen of us. All girls, except for me, the kid named Chris, another kid whose name I'd later learn was Tom, and another guy whose name escapes me. Among the girls was a petite blond named Carol Cavanaugh who was destined to be my ex-wife. But that catastrophe was in the future and so I was of good cheer when I got to writing.
It only took a few minutes. I was a good writer, a fast writer, and besides I was used to this sort of thing. By the time I hit Mira Costa I'd attended thirty one schools and had explained myself to so many people so many times - both formally and informally - that I had the whole thing down pat.
The kid named Chris had finished his assignment as well and fetched a book from the stack beneath his desk, opened it and became instantly absorbed. Hmm, I thought. A reader. That's a good sign.
I took further note. He was still in his skinny teenage stage, but from his long legs I could tell that he was tall. And he had a huge head topped by a buzz-saw haircut.
I craned to get a better look at what he was reading. From what I could see it was an odd-looking tome, with weird symbols and illustrations.
I whispered: "What's the book?"
He glanced back, displaying a long, shovel-shaped face and steely blue eyes. He shrugged and showed me the cover. It was The Encyclopedia Of Witchcraft. Volume Six, no less.
Damn, I thought. Now this has got to be one interesting guy.
I gave him a thumbs up and a grin. "Name's Cole," I said. He nodded. "I'm Bunch." Then went back to his book.
The following day, Miss Fordyce announced that she and the editor of the paper, a girl named Carol Chadwick - whose family owned a nursery across the street from the school - had made their choices. The other Carol - the one who was to be my future ex-wife - was named editor of Page One. I forget who was made editor of Page Two. Chris Bunch was to be editor of Page Three, the feature page, on which he would soon establish a humor column titled, Phantasmagoria. It was packed with puns, some obscure, some not and the column gave Miss Fordyce conniptions each week trying to ferret out any that might contain a rude double meaning. Without great success, I'm pleased to say.
I was named co-sports editor, along with the kid named Tom, whose last name I learned was Mead. This decision, no doubt, was made because, besides the kid whose name I forget, we were the only other males. And in those days only humans bearing the XY chromosome were deemed suitable for the Sports Beat. The kid whose name I forget was a genial jock who could barely spell, so that left him out of the running.
Of that group, three of us would become pros. Me and Chris, plus Tom Mead who would go on to become a reporter for Copley News. (Chris and I used him as a war correspondent in our Vietnam book - A Reckoning For Kings. (http://tinyurl.com/3dsp29m)
It was at Mira Costa that Chris and I hatched our first conspiracy.
The school was building a new indoor Olympic-sized swimming pool as well as a new auditorium. Why anyone would construct an indoor pool in Southern California where it rains maybe once every seven years is anybody's guess. But Mira Costa was blessed with an enormous amount of vacant land, and in those days California schools were brimming with money, thanks to Baby Boom parents shelling out taxes so their little darlings would be decently educated to deal with a future made uncertain by the Russians beating us into space with the Sputnik. (http://tinyurl.com/q9r4k)
Wondering how Mira Costa had acquired so much land in a beach community where property values were sky high, Chris did a little research. When he kept coming up with Japanese surnames attached to the previous property owners, he really dug in. Manhattan Beach was an upper middle class, very white, aerospace community where there was only one black family and a young Japanese American guy and his wife who ran a restaurant across from the pier. And they were newcomers.
Chris learned that prior to World War Two there had been many Japanese families who had lived in the area for years and owned well-established farms and nurseries. When World War Two broke out, so did mass hysteria and xenophobia and despite the fact that most of the farmers were native born Americans, they were rounded up and stuck in concentration camps. Their land and possessions were seized, or sold for less than a song.
The law that permitted this enormous ripoff was Executive Order 9066 signed by President Roosevelt and later upheld by the Supreme Court. (More than 120,000 people of Japanese descent were interred. Most were native-born Americans.)
And guess what, folks? The land our school sat upon and was building new auditoriums and lavish indoor swimming pools upon had been stolen from Japanese-American families not many years before.
Chris wrote a series of articles exposing this wrong-doing, and a companion editorial urging that the families be located and properly reimbursed.
The articles never saw the light of day. No surprise there, right? But, Chris dug in and fought the censorship, enlisting first my support, then others, but nothing ever came of it.
Except that Chris ended up on Miss Fordyce's permanent shit list for causing so much trouble.
Well, what could she do to even the score? She could give him a poor grade, but other than myself, he was easily the best writer in the class. Nothing less than an "A" would be acceptable.
She bided her time until the annual Navy Day came round. Navy Day was a rather clever U.S. Navy PR (meaning Recruiting) program, in which student journalists spent a day and a night aboard one of the nation's battleships or aircraft carriers, and then wrote an article about the experience for their school newspaper. The article would be entered in a contest and the winners in various categories would win a handsome plaque, or framed scroll - I forget which. Maybe it was both.
Considering the times, you won't be surprised to learn that only boy journalists were allowed to participate in the program - just like only boys could cover sports.
That was when Miss Fordyce struck. She handed official invitations to me, Tom, the kid whose name I forget - but, not Chris.
"Your classroom attitude leaves something to be desired," she informed him when he protested. "And so I must withhold your invitation."
In later years, Chris would have told her where to put that attitude business, but he was too close to graduation to take the risk. It seemed that nothing could be done about it. The real pity was that Chris was the only one of us who really gave a damn. Sounded like fun, sure, but not that much fun. Chris, on the other hand, loved everything military. Read stacks of books about wars and battles and weapons. Plus, his father had served aboard an aircraft carrier in WWII. (The same carrier the First President Bush - father of the Shrub - flew off of during his wartime service, and then crashed into the sea where he was rescued after a harrowing time afloat. Some of you might think the rescue was a good thing, others might not.)
"This is totally screwed, Cole," he complained. "If an editor spikes your story you're supposed to have the balls to kick, right?"
Well, sure. Unfortunately, the First Amendment stops at the gates of your local school district, and even bitching about it brings down the wrath - and pettiness - of The Powers That Be.
I tried to plead his case to Miss Fordyce, but she had put her Mean on and could not be budged. So, I got together with Tom Mead and the other guy and we joined forces and told her that if Chris couldn't go, none of us would go.
These were the days of Teacher Loyalty Oaths and Commie Scares, so in the end she had to cave. Otherwise, she'd look unpatriotic.
We went. Had a nifty time. And when we returned we elected Chris to write the story about our experiences. He filled it with authentic detail, colorful quotes from officers and enlisted men alike and eventually it was Chris Bunch who snapped up the Navy Day prize for Best In The State, bringing honor to La Vista and pissing Miss Fordyce off.
Although Chris' articles about Executive Order 9066 never ran, many years later he and I sold a story based on that travesty to Jack Klugman for ten grand. Which ain't bad for a little high school research.
And thus began a friendship that lasted over three decades; twenty of which we spent as writing partners. Our first collaboration was a very bad thriller, which we wrote by mail while he was humping jungle in Vietnam and I was pounding a typewriter in a newsroom.
The book was kind of a game. I'd write a chapter with a cliff-hanger ending, then ship it to Chris. Chris would solve the cliff-hanging business, continue the story, ending his chapter with a cliffhanger. If one guy couldn't solve the puzzle, he owed the other guy a bottle of scotch. If the guy who set up the cliff-hanger was stumped himself, he owed two bottles of scotches. I don't remember how it all came out.
We also collaborated on the world's worst porn novel (Palace Of Strange Delights, by Rod Cummings), but gave up midway, bored out of our skulls.
Both of us had dreamed of becoming novelists and screenwriters well before our ages hit the double digits. And in 1976 we made a pact to team up and launch a concerted effort to crack the literary walls of both Hollywood and New York.
We worked 35 hours a week, while holding down stress-ridden full-time jobs. We got so many rejections you could have papered an executive bathroom at Universal Studios.
But we persisted.
Finally, in the summer of 1979 we got not one but two breaks.
We sold our first novel, Sten, and our first TV script, Quincy, M.E.
A month later we quit our jobs and never looked back.
What follows are the sometimes frustrating, but always hilarious adventures - or misadventures - of Bunch & Cole, who became known far and wide as the fix-it boys.
* * *
When I roared up to Chris' house on my Suzuki, he was already rolling his bike into the garage. It was a tricked out Kawasaki Z1 that could do an honest 150 mph, with still more twist in the throttle.
When Chris saw me he pulled a manila envelope from his jacket and waved it. "Got the shit," he said. "Straight from the Guild."
Translation: The "shit" was a list of Guild-sanctioned agents. (Only later did I realize just how right-on that description was.)The Writers Guild Of America-west (WGAw) was a union of brother and sister scribes we'd recently joined. You had to sell at least one movie or two episodes of television to qualify. We'd made that sale - a low budget flick about The Lost Dutchman Mine that would never be made. But it did pay well enough to cover the several thousand dollars it cost for WGA membership.
I made appropriate "hot damn" noises and we repaired to his home office, equipped with one state-of-the-art IBM Selectric for Chris, and an elderly electric typewriter whose particulars I can't recall, but I can tell you that when you hit a letter, a key rose up on a slender, curved metal type bar, which struck an ink-soaked ribbon, making an impression of the chosen letter on a piece of paper. In that pre-I-Pad age it wasn't quite a quill pen, but close.
Chris shook two copies of the list from the envelope so we could get to it. "It's divided up by state and city," Chris said, "but we can ignore most of them. Met another writer - a pro - coming out of the Guild office who was nice enough to give us some tips."
I fanned the pages. "Skip everything but Los Angeles, right?" I guessed. We were newbies, but not so new that we didn't know if you wanted a book agent you stuck with New York City and if you wanted a film agent, you stuck with Los Angeles.
"Narrowing it down to LA isn't enough," Chris said. "The guy told me that the only agents worth a fuck are In The Loop?"
"What's The Loop?" I asked, naturally enough.
"Basically, anything within a thirty-mile radius of SAG headquarters," he replied. (SAG is the Screen Actors Guild.) "He said by contract the actors get more bennies for any shoot outside that area, and the other unions basically follow suit. So that's where any agent worth a shit hangs his toupee." (Here's a modern list, boiled way down - http://tinyurl.com/3l9za3v)
"Another thing," Chris said, "he warned us that just because an agent is what he called 'A Guild Signatory,' and is 'In The Loop,' doesn't mean he's any good. First red alert, he said, is if they are ready to sign you at the drop of the fucking hat. They're just churning for scripts, hoping to come up with a winner. Second - and this was the biggest caution - is that if anybody asks you for money, tell them to fuck off. They are crooks. No fucking exceptions, he said."
I laughed. "An easy lay that asks for money is to be avoided," I said. "Sounds like somebody's uncle talking."
We got to work: dividing the list, then narrowing it down; first by zip code, then by the Agency's comments - if any. More than a few said they weren't taking on new clients. Much later, we learned that actually meant they would only consider writers recommended by somebody already in the business. All of them discouraged phone calls. They wanted a query letter, and if they liked the letter, they'd graciously permit us to send samples of our work. And we'd go from there.
(For my brother and sister scribes just getting started in the ink-stained wretch business, here's the format that Chris and I used. http://tinyurl.com/3bxyovg)
Chris said, "I think we oughta send a query letter to every single swinging dick and dickette."
I agreed."Writers' Market says you're supposed to approach them one at a time. That's bullshit. We'll be old and past it before we get to the end of the list."
And so that's what we did: A mass mailing of query letters, but with each letter tailored to what we could find out about the agency. In the following weeks, some positive replies trickled in.
Quite naturally, they wanted to see some script samples. Here's where the mass mailing idea turned up a flaw in our cunning plan. In those Neolithic times there was no such thing as a home printer or copy machine. Unless, of course, you had a spare 10 grand handy - which is what a printer cost back then. According to my handy-dandy inflation calculator, that'd be $38,909.73 in modern currency.
Bottom line: if you wanted copies you were at the mercy of print shops, which charged anywhere from 12 cents to 15 cents a page.
Your average movie script is a hundred pages plus. That was minimum fifteen bucks a copy, plus a Suitably Fancy Cover (more on that boneheaded notion of ours down the road), which would run another five dollars, making it twenty dollars. Getting out my inflation calculator again, that'd be $72.80 in today's bucks. Now, each agent would need samples of three or four movies. So that means... Well, you get the idea. A whole mess of greenbacks for what would more than likely be a turndown.
Fortunately, right about then I got a gig on the side writing a car repair manual for the Chevy Nova for Peterson Publications and was able to hold up my end of the expenses. (I'd been recently divorced and after alimony and child support was clipped from my paycheck I was broker than a sailor after a two-week toot - but without the fun.)
So, you can understand that we greeted every positive response with mixed emotions.
"Fuck me, Cole," Chris said one particularly successful day."Any more agents say 'Yes, please send samples of your work,' I'm gonna have to hock my bike."
His Z1 had been tricked out by the guys at Russ Collins' Speed Shop. (http://tinyurl.com/3r5vvb3) Collins, for those who aren't students of motorcycle history, held the speed record in the quarter mile for eleven straight years - breaking his own record each of those years. He raced to promote his after-market shop. Chris' ride was a project motorcycle for Big Bike Magazine, which he edited. And in return for keeping it goosed up with the latest go-fast technology, Chris let Collins' lads bolt on new shit and run his bike through speed trials every month or so.
In short, it was his pride and joy and for him to talk about hocking it demonstrates just how desperate we were the day the my phone rang at the City Desk and the guy on the phone wasn't calling to threaten one of my reporters - or me - but to say that he was an agent and he'd liked our scripts so much he wanted an actual face-to-face meeting with the not yet legendary writing team of Bunch & Cole.
I had to stall him a tad. Chris was in Vegas on assignment for Rolling Stone covering the Bike Show.
* * *
PAUSE SCENE FOR INTERESTING ASIDES
Chris and I were both writing pros, but we had taken divergent paths to get there. After the Army, Chris had been saddled with the sort of bullshit jobs soldiers home from the wars have been stuck with since - well, forever. A stint as an architectural reporter for McGraw Hill. A foray into the Underground Press - Open City and The Free Press, among others. Then into motorcycle magazines. And finally into magazine freelance. Popular Mechanics and Science. The various motorcycle magazines. Life Magazine. Rolling Stone. And even the magazine for the California Highway Patrol - I shit thee not.
Meanwhile, I'd gone a straighter route, working my way up the ladder at a series of Southern California dailies, until I was City Editor, then Wire Editor at a Santa Monica newspaper.
Another bit of Bunch trivia: While in Vegas for the bike show he ran into his old buddy - and Rolling Stone colleague - Dr. Hunter S. Thompson, the legendary Gonzo Journalist. (http://tinyurl.com/4cdas) He was there living the events that would become Fear And Loathing In Las Vegas. Chris set Hunter up with a rare Vincent Black Shadow motorcycle to ride during his visit. Hunter later acknowledged Chris' help in the dedication of that book.
* * *
RETURN TO SCENE
After some fairly insistent dialing - and making false use of my newspaper credentials - I finally caught up to Chris. I told him about the agent's call and the request for a meeting.
"Where's the guy's office?" was the first thing Chris asked.
Naturally, I'd double checked the address. "Beverly Hills," I said.
"So it's In The Loop," Chris said.
"Looks like it."
"I won't be back for at least a week," Chris said. "I'd hate to lose the deal making the guy wait."
"No problem," I said. "I'll give him a call, say you're on assignment for Rolling Stone. Which sure as hell won't hurt our Creds. Then, I'll set up a solo meeting."
Chris said go for it, and a couple of days later I climbed aboard my Suzuki and headed out.
Like I said, the agent's address was in Beverly Hills. That should have been gold, but, when I got there, and made the turns as instructed, I suddenly found myself in some kind of factory district, with buildings pocked by busted out windows and guarded by razor wire and junk yard dogs.
Obviously, he was stretching the Beverly Hills connection a wee bit.
I finally found the address marking a little cottage on a huge gravel-covered lot. This couldn't be it - could it? Double-checked my Thomas Guide. (Expedia with a cover and pages) Yep. This was the place.
Went to the door, crossing a small porch with sagging floor boards.
Knocked.
A harried-looking guy answered, glanced furtively up and down the street, then hurried me inside.
It was the agent.
The office was set up in the cottage's living room and he hustled me over to his desk and asked me to relax for a minute while he finished what he was doing. To my amazement, he was addressing a big stack of Christmas cards. Mind you, this was in early February.
He grimaced when I looked at the stack. "Running a little late this year," he said.
I wanted to say, "No shit," but thought it unwise.
Then he called out over his shoulder, "Honey, can you get our guest some kind of refreshment."
I saw a door open and you might imagine my surprise, Gentle Reader, when a lady with long blond hair, wearing nothing but a pair of sheer bikini panties, stepped out of the kitchen.
The first thing I noticed was her rather amazingly enhanced tits. The second thing was her bush, which was as blond as the hair on her head .
And the third thing I noticed was this big damned lion standing next to her. I suppose it was actually a lioness, since it didn’t have a mane.
I suspect my reaction was typical guy: tits and bush, and then - oh, shit a lion. Not - oh, shit a lion, then the chick.
So now I was stuck there, wondering what to look at next - the lady, or the lion. For some reason I couldn’t turn my head away. And the guy was saying that this was his wife and "our pet pussy cat."
The might-as-well-be naked lady smiled and said, "Why don’t you come into the kitchen and pick out what you want."
In my confusion, I suppose I wondered if she was offering herself, or the lion, but I only gobbled, "Thanks."
What I really wanted to do was get the hell out of there, but I didn’t have the nerve to flee. What if they set the lion on me?
Anyway, I squeezed past the lion - the lady saying, just give her a shove. Which I sure as hell didn’t do and then I’m in the kitchen, and she’s got the fridge open, bending over and showing me everything all the way to China, and the lioness sidles up to me and starts sniffing me like a dog. I almost pissed my pants, Gentle Reader.
Soon as I could, I got some kind of a cold drink, retreated to the office and eagerly accepted the agent’s invitation to come along with him to the Post Office. He said we could talk while he drove.
The moment I got outside, I mumbled some kind of an excuse, jumped on my bike and peeled the fuck out of there just as fast as I damned could.
Obviously, Chris and I crossed the guy’s name off the list.
And no, we didn't get the script samples back.
* * *
"Gentlemen, you are about to enter the most important and fascinating sphere of police work: the world of forensic medicine, where untold victims of many homicides will reach from the grave and point a finger accusingly at their assailant." (Jack Klugman as Quincy M.E.)
* * *
"Don't point that finger at me unless you intend to use it." (Jack Klugman in The Odd Couple.
* * *
We were pounding away on sample chapters for Sten, when the phone rang. It was Larry Grossman, our brand new agent. (I'll tell you how that happened down the line.)
Chris hit the speaker button in time for me to hear: "Guys, I've been thinking about our problem, and I may have come up with an avenue to explore."
The "Problem" was a series of no sales for movie scripts we were churning out. It wasn’t that the scripts weren’t any good. On the contrary, they got us noticed all over town. They not only landed us Larry as an agent, but opened the doors to many production offices where the scripts were being optioned on a fairly regular basis.
But after that - Nada. And there they languished in Option Hell, waiting for somebody to say, "Let's shoot that sucker!"
Chris said, "Sure as shit hope you so, Larry. This keeps up and the IRS will declare our work area a fucking Hobby Zone?"
"Two words," Larry said. "Television."
I automatically blurted, "That's one word, Larry."
Chris rolled his eyes at me - Cole, the stickler for detail.
Larry said, "In this Town it's two words: Fucking Television. But the 'Fucking' part is understood."
Chris said, "What're you suggesting."
"Just that," Larry said. "Write for television."
"What about our movie scripts?" I said - a little stunned. Television? What the hell?
Larry sighed. "Guys, don't get me wrong. They are all wonderful scripts. But, you have to be realistic about this. The odds against actually selling a movie script without a track record are enormous. And even after you sell it, the chances that it will ever be made into a movie are even greater. And even then, even with recognized pros the average time between a script sale and a movie being made is ten years. Sometimes more."
Chris was getting hot. I wasn't far behind. He said, "What're you suggesting, Larry? That we pack it the fuck in?"
"No, no, not all," Larry hastened to say. "All I'm saying is that if you guys want to make a living at this, that you ought to consider working in television."
"I hate fucking television," Chris said.
"Everybody does," Larry agreed. "But most that's where most of the employed people in this Town work. Also, the employment - although seasonal - is fairly steady."
"What about our movie scripts?" I demanded.
Larry said, "Right now they are your best chance of getting a job in television. Any producer who reads them is going to know right off that you have the talent and the dedication." He paused. "But you're going to need to do something more than just show them a good movie script."
"Like what?" I asked.
"Write a spec script for their show," Larry said.
"You mean write for fucking free?" Chris asked, outraged.
Larry said, "You're already writing for free. All those movies. And what about you book? Colt? Or Derringer? Or, whatever it is called."
"Sten," I said. "Which is also a gun. A machine gun, actually, that happens to be the name of our hero."
"Right… Sten," Larry said. "You're writing that for free, true? All in the real hopes of a sale down the road."
* * *
PAUSE SCENE FOR SHORT BACKSTORY
As usual, Larry was right on the money. Or lack of same. We'd talked him into letting us use his letterhead when we blanketed all the science fiction houses in New York with a query letter pitching the Sten series - which we saw as twelve novels back then, instead of the eight it turned out to be.
Last episode I told you about the format we used for query letters. Three graphs. No more than one page. And the last graph said: "May we send sample chapters and an outline of our novel series."
But, using Larry's letterhead we could change that to read: "May we have our agent send sample chapters and an outline of our series." A big damned difference - even though Larry wasn't a book agent - which we'd have to get later on - he was a legit agent, with a sterling reputation.
Anyway, that query letter had drawn maybe eight or nine positive replies. One thing: There were no sample chapters, much less an outline. We hadn't written them yet. Now, we had to deliver, and deliver fast. Thank the Gods Of Ink-Stained Wretches And Other Fools that we were fast writers. Because we had to get the chapters and outline in the mail PDQ before they forgot all about us. An editor's attention span in circumstances like that are about the length of a fruit fly's life span.
* * *
RETURN TO SCENE
Where Larry's words were sinking in. Way, Way In. To get through the gates of one of the studios, we were going to have to hold our noses and-
"Wait a minute," Chris said. "I don't even watch fucking television. Shit, my folks didn't get one until I was twenty years old and in the Army."
I confirmed this. "He's right, Larry. And the only reason they bought the set is because I sold it to them for twenty five bucks. Chris was home on leave and we had spent all our money on - you know - and his dad felt sorry for us."
"Damned thing was half dead," Chris said. "My dad said he'd buy the sucker if it worked, so Cole stuck the antennae in his mouth and bingo, the picture came in clear as… well. Anyway, there was a picture." He chuckled at the memory. "Next day it died for good, but now my old man was determined to show he hadn't been taken so he bought fifty, sixty bucks worth of tubes and fixed it."
"He still barely speaks to me," I said.
"And then only when he's in his cups," Chris added.
Larry was only half-listening. He said, "What about you, Allan? What are your favorite shows?"
"I'm not so far off from Chris on the TV-watching front," I said. "I grew up overseas in places where you could only get radio. And half the time the Russians were jamming it."
Larry's voice took on an insistent tone. "However you do it, guys, my best advice to you is to watch a few programs. Really study them. Then write a couple of spec scripts. If you really want to work in This Town, that's the price you'll have to pay."
After some moaning and groaning, we grudgingly agreed we'd try, then got off the phone. We dragged the morning newspaper out of the trash, found the TV guide and picked a couple of shows. We agreed that Chris would watch one and I'd watch the other, and that we'd discuss them the following afternoon.
I should mention that we at least both owned TV sets: Chris because his Ex-Wife liked to watch television and didn't take it with her when she left, and me because I needed one for when it was my turn to have my kids over for the weekend. (They came up once a month by train from San Diego, where my own Ex had moved.)
That night, after Kathryn and I had dinner, I dutifully switched on my fugitive from a pawn shop - staying well back during the warm up stage, since it tended to shoot sparks. When things steadied out, I turned to the assigned show and started to watch.
An hour or so later Kathryn shook me awake and I sat bolt upright on the couch. Other than the Fade In and the first commercial, I'd slept through the entire program.
Shit.
"I tried to wake you, sweetie," Kathryn said. "But you just kept saying, 'In a minute, in a minute,' but the minute never came."
The problem was that I had to get up at three every morning to make my job as Wire Editor of the Santa Monica Outlook. It was a tough shift - 4 a.m. to noon - but it gave me from 1 p.m. to 7 p.m. to work with Chris. We banged away Tuesday through Friday. I got a break on Saturday - I only had to work at the newspaper, not with Chris. I had Sunday and Monday off from the newspaper. Slept Sunday. Worked a full eight hours with Chris on Monday. So, that's 40 hours at the newspaper and 32 hours with Chris.
Which equals…
Well, never mind. I get tired just thinking about it. Bottom line: I was always on the edge of complete exhaustion and would fall asleep - suddenly, and deeply - at the slightest pause in the action of living. If there was a wall to lean against, I'd learned the trick every swabbie and grunt the world over knows, and catch a nap standing up. Fortunately my sole transportation was a motorcycle, or I might have nodded off while driving.
Shamefaced, I reported my failure to Chris the following day. But, he was no better off. He'd been reading, he said - had even set an alarm so he'd know when to stop and switch on the TV. Unfortunately, the book was so interesting that when the time came - and the alarm buzzed - Chris had absently shut it off.
Several days passed - all without success. And then Chris put his finger on another problem:
"We really ought to be watching this shit together," he said. "But I'll be damned if I'll drive to your place just to watch TV, and if you were stupid enough to do the same I'd take back my introduction to you."
"What we need," I said, "is one of those video recorders. We could record the programs at night, then speed through them together at work the next day."
Chris sighed. "Yeah, but I'm so broke the Eagle on my Last Quarter is flying on one wing."
He'd just had to pay out a bundle to his Ex, who had demanded a half share of everything he'd written - or any notion he'd put on paper - since they got married. In the end, our very clever attorney - Marshall Caskey - negotiated a buyout settlement. Even so, it would be a while before Chris had any spare money in his jeans. (More about The Amazing Possum-Eating Caskey down the road.)
Buying a VCR was no quick trip to Wal-Mart in those days. The cheapest version - made by the Singer Sewing machine company, or something ridiculous like that - went for $300. (About $1,336 in today's dollars.)
Fortunately, I'd just done a manual for the Yamaha trail bike for Peterson Publications and for a change had a few bucks to spare.
I sprang for the VCR.
Every night I'd set the timer, tape a likely show, and the next day Chris and I would zip through it at high speed, noting premises, regular characters and the type of stories they told.
Even so it was wearisome.
Chris would sigh and say, "I’m getting warts."
And I’d reply, "Big deal. My warts are getting warts."
And he’d say, "Tell me about the yachts, Cole."
And I’d say, "If we can crack this nut, Bunch, we’ll be farting through silk."
And he’d look insulted and say, "I was talking yachts. Why’d you go all scatological on me."
And I’d end the gripe session, saying, "This is the last one. When we finish, I’ll pour us a Scotch." (We hadn’t invented Stregg yet.)
That would be on a Monday. On a Tuesday, the positions would be reversed and I'd do the griping and he’d pour Scotch on troubled waters.
Finally, one show in particular caught our attention - Quincy, M.D., (http://tinyurl.com/3dm68ut ) starring Jack Klugman, a great character actor who had blown us both away years before in Sidney Lumet's 12 Angry Men. There were many more great roles after that, including a couple of Twilight Zone episodes even Chris and I had caught, as well the TV version of the Odd Couple, with Klugman (http://tinyurl.com/ahcn3y) and Tony Randall. (http://tinyurl.com/6lolp7)
Quincy was unusual at that time because in those pre-CSI and Bones days it was a show about a coroner - a pretty gritty subject for the Networks back then. The other unusual thing is that Klugman not only insisted on total accuracy but he loved stories that were "About Something." An injustice, revealed. A wrong, righted.
I called Larry the next day to tell him that we wanted to take a crack at Klugman's show.
Larry said, "What a coincidence, Allan. Have you seen today's Variety."
We hadn't. The mail came late in our neighborhood.
"Well, there's a big story about Jack Klugman and Quincy," Larry said. "The gist of it is that Jack is lashing out at the Studio and Network again. He says they're sending him nothing but tired old hacks to write for his show and he wants fresh ideas - Fresh Blood."
"Does he mean it?" I asked. I might have been a Hollywood newbie, but I'd been a newsman for fourteen years and had waded through bullshit my entire career.
"Not only does he mean it," Larry said, "but he's put the word out to all the agencies that he'll consider any new young writer for his show - the less of a track record, the better. "
Well, that was us all over. Although, at 35, we didn't consider ourselves young anymore. (Looking back, I can see now what red ass kids we really were.)
I reported all this to Chris, who was - if not delighted - encouraged. All objections to TV were momentarily edged aside. We sat down and really put our heads to coming up with a good story for a spec Quincy script.
In the end, we decided on a tale about a boxer. (For reasons that will be clear in the next episode of this MisAdventure.) We stumbled upon an old news story about a boxer who suddenly became violent in the hours after a bout, and then died. Another man was held briefly as a murder suspect. But it turned out that the man's death - and violent behavior - had been triggered by an aneurysm in his brain's frontal lobe.
In the Bunch & Cole version of the story, an old time boxer loses a crucial match to a kid everyone thinks is a definite contender. Quincy, a boxing fan, is at the match. Later, the winner is at a club celebrating with his girl and entourage. The loser enters. Gets a drink. Goes over to the winner - as if to congratulate him - but then suddenly attacks him. The kid blocks the punch, pushes the guy away, but before anything else happens the loser suddenly keels over - dead.
The boxer is arrested for murder. Enter Quincy. Add more complications - the kid's shady background, some Wise Guys, etc. And there you go.
Sent the script to Larry, who sent it over to Klugman's office at Universal Studios.
A week later the great man himself got on the phone to our agent.
"I like your boys' style," Jack Klugman said. "Have them come on in and meet my people."
The meeting was set for the following week, but already we could see ourselves on our bikes, thundering up to the Gates Of Universal Studios – the Infamous Black Tower looming overhead - ready to take on the world.
* * *
Chris was cussing a blue streak in my ear.
In between Eff words and Em-Eff words, I could sort of make out that he was in some kind of a pickle, but with all the sounds of a busy newsroom around me I was definitely missing the meat of the matter.
Something about a distributer. Well, a Fucking Distributer, actually. At least that's what I think he was saying.
"What about the distributer?" I asked.
Then the presses started rolling - hitting about two thousand feet a minute in no time. And then the whole building started to shake. It was the Home Edition.
I put Chris on hold and went into the computer room, which was soundproofed and air conditioned. The computer was a 1979 marvel to behold. Huge, with flashing lights and spinning reels of tape, it looked like something off the set of Forbidden Planet. The Outlook was the first newspaper west of the Mississippi to computerize, making some of us proud, and others scared shitless of being run over by the Future. Thinking back on it, that whole damned machine probably had fewer brains than my BrandSmart Microwave, so maybe the scaredy-cat group really did have something to freak over. I mean, after that came Sexting.
Lifted the phone extension and punched up Chris. "What's going on, partner?" I asked.
"The new fucking distributer Russ' boys bolted on to my bike is fucking fried, is what's going on," he said. The bike - a blown out Kawasaki Z1 - was normally his pride and joy. The mechanics at racing champ Russ Collins' speed shop tried out experimental Go Fast gear on it, and let Chris keep the stuff if it worked. If it didn't - well, they'd fix it when they had time.
Unfortunately, mechanical things have their own schedule when it comes to going Kaput! And this was the worst possible time imaginable.
"Shit, we're due at Universal in an hour and a half," I said. "No time for me to pick you up and then make it to the studio. Not with you all the way over in fucking Compton."
Chris' voice was weary. "Well, I know that, Cole," he said. "What I don't know is what the fuck to do about it."
Unspoken, was that there was no way we could cancel. Mr. Jack By-God Klugman was personally giving us a shot at breaking into The Game and if we blew the meeting we'd both feel like blowing our brains out as well.
There was a clicking sound on the phone and Chris said, "Hang on. Got another call. Maybe it's Gunsmith Bob."
Bob Willy - aka Gunsmith Bob - was not only a great friend, a wealth of technical information of all kind, but possessed an old Rambler station wagon that regularly poisoned the atmosphere, but was reliably capable of getting from here to there.
Maybe… Just maybe…
Chris clicked back on the line. "Hot damn," he said. "Bob and Big Dave are dropping the Rambler by. See you in a bit."
A half hour later I was off work and Chris pulled into the newspaper parking lot as I exited the building. Double checked the chain lock on my Suzuki, then popped open the passenger door of the Rambler. Empty beer cans came rolling out, but who the hell cared at a time like this?
We dodged traffic over the hill, the car choking and coughing past Mulholland to the very top, then diving down to where many possible Freeway Cloverleaf routes leap up with no warning.
Quite by accident, we merged onto the correct freeway. Over the sputtering engine, I was shouting, "That way, Chris, that way," while jabbing my a finger in the wrong direction.
But my warning came too late and Chris was forced by traffic to make the proper choice and before you knew it we were approaching the Universal Studios off ramp, with the legendary Black Tower marking the spot just up ahead.
Even as rookies we knew the Black Tower was a scary place. That’s where the Guys With The Big Telephones held forth. GWTBT types like Lew Wasserman - the Pope of Hollywood, who started out as a theater usher in the 1930’s and cut, slashed and machinegunned his way all the way to the top of the mountain - CEO and majority share holder of the biggest, baddest motion picture and music company in the...well... universe.
You know that scene in the Godfather with the horse's head in the producer's bed? If you had met Waserman and his Number Two - Sid Sheinberg - you'd know that there isn't a Mafia boss in the world with balls enough to pull such a stunt on either of them.
As Chris once put it, "The blowback would be fucking ferocious."
Once you become familiar with Universal Studios, it's no surprise when you learn that it was founded on the back of a string of horror movies. The House that Frankenstein, Dracula, and The Wolfman built, with a little Francis The Talking Mule and Abbott and Costello thrown in to lighten things up. It's like General Motors getting its start with Funny Cars. Which, come to think of it… Oh, never mind.
We stopped at the gate and a tall, silver-haired gentleman in a perfectly creased uniform emerged from the guard shack. He politely inquired what our business was, established that we had an appointment at the Quincy offices, and as he handed us a map of the Lot the Rambler gave a hacking American Motors wheeze and expelled a big fat smog fart.
The gentleman gate guard didn't react, or sneer at our poverty on wheels, but just leaned closer so we could hear him over the ailing engine noises.
(Later, we learned his name was Scotty, hands down the most well-liked gate guard in all of Hollywood. From that day on he remembered our faces and names and always smoothed the way with prime parking spots and a cheery, "Good luck, boys.")
Scotty indicated a score of lines painted on the roadway. They made up a rainbow of broad stripes: red, green, blue and yellow - and they all went off in different directions.
"Like the Good Witch said, boys, just follow the yellow brick road," Scotty quipped, smiling at what was obviously a joke he told many times a day, but still enjoyed.
He added, "Mr. Klugman’s production offices are just about all the way to the back of the lot. When you go by Mr. Hitchcock’s and Miss Lucille Ball's dressing rooms you will be almost there. If you find yourself in front of an old fashioned white house with a picket fence you have gone too far. That's the Ozzie and Harriet house, you know."
We didn’t, but figured we would when we saw for ourselves. Of course, Hitchcock and Lucy were in a really, really long hiatus, and Ozzie and Harriet went off the air long ago, but we didn’t point any of this out to the dignified guard and set off to find the wizard whose name was Quincy along the By God yellow brick road.
The broad yellow stripe twisted and turned through a maze of sound stages and bustling crowds of workmen operating strange machines with even stranger gadgets attached. Electric carts whizzed this way and that, whipping around the occasional black limo carrying some "Suit" or other to meetings at zillion dollar a plate bistros, or maybe even the dreaded Black Tower.
The sound stages were the size of aircraft hangars and here and there alarms blared, doors into the sound stages slammed and red lights blinked on to warn one and all to stay the hell out - people were performing magic in there.
In some places costumed actors, actresses, and Star Standins hung out of open doors to catch a quick smoke break. We caught glimpses of everything from green-skinned aliens, guys with movie blood-spattered bandages, and fabulously beautiful women in every variety of scanty attire. Mingling with them were burly stuntmen and lithe stuntwomen.
We couldn't help but goggle, and by and by we came upon a tram ferrying some fellow lookee-loos around the lot. But these were rubber-neckers of the paying variety. They were enjoying what was then called the Universal Studio Tour. A primitive, low-bucks affair with no special effects or rides, other than the trams, which were usually helmed by young actors and actresses who did their best to entertain the rubes with quips and show biz tricks, like stopping the tram in mid road, and juggling purses and cameras, or walking on their hands.
Anything to get in a little of the old razzle dazzle. Who knows, maybe a producer in a passing limo or electric VIP cart would see them and hire them on the spot. (Factoid: in those days the trams were called "Glamour Trams." Glamour by whose measure? Probably Wasserman, which made it so.)
The tourists were milling around two little cottages set side by side. One had Alfred Hitchcock’s shadow profile painted on the door; the other was graced with a caricature of Lucille Ball. The studio had turned them into mini- museums and the people seemed to be enjoying themselves wandering in and out.
Chris glanced over at me. "You a little nervous?"
I shrugged. "All they can tell us is to fuck off," I said.
"I didn’t ask you that," Chris pointed out.
I shrugged again. "Yeah, I’m nervous."
Then before we knew it we were cruising over a rise and below us we saw a white house with a picket fence.
"That must be Ozzie’s place." I observed. "Except in color, instead of black and white."
As Chris came to a stop he snorted. "Ricky Nelson’s a no-talent wimp," he decreed.
Then we were turning left into a parking area in front of a fairly large white cottage. Not only did the number on the cottage match the address scrawled in our notebook, but we spied an empty parking space with the name Jack Klugman painted on it.
"Guess Jack's not home," I said.
Inside Jack’s place we were greeted by a middle-aged woman, with a practiced smile meant to put us at ease. She advised us that the wait would be short and fetched us some cold drinks. The reception area was cool and dark, with comfortable furniture.
The walls were decked with posters illustrating Klugman's long and varied career. Films like 12 Angry Men and Days Of Wine And Roses. TV series like The Odd Couple. There were Broadway posters, like Gypsy. And any number of cards from his countless appearances on the Twilight Zone.
Before all this had time to sink in, the lady ushered us into an office where three men waited: Peter Thompson, the executive producer, and two other producers whose names I was too nervous to catch. We learned later that they were William (Billy) Cairncross and Charles (Diz) Dismukes and they both not only taught us a lot but saved our young asses innumerable times.
Peter was a handsome devil, with a British accent. He was the Quincy Showrunner - TV lingo for the guy who runs the show, okay? And, as we would soon learn, a genial conniver of the first order. Even so, he was hard not to like.
Copies of our script about a boxer falsely accused of murder were laid out around a large meeting table and as we settled into our chairs, nervously getting out notepads and pens, Peter said, "Hold on a tick, lads, Jack's going to join us."
I could tell from Chris' expression that he was as surprised as I was. We heard Klugman's gravel voice issuing orders to his assistant at the front desk, then the door opened to frame the Great Man Himself - Jack By God Klugman.
He was tall, well-built and he came charging into the room boiling with energy. Talking a mile a minute, grabbing our hands and giving them firm shakes, telling us to "Sit, sit," and all the while asking questions and issuing orders non-stop to his producers.
The assistant ducked in to tell Klugman so-and-so was on the phone. He waved at her, looking disgusted. "I don’t have time for Suits," he said. "I’m talking to my writers."
Chris and I exchanged looks. The guy was growing larger in our book by the second. (Later, we'd learn that sort of thing was routinely staged, but it was still a thrill that a big TV star like Klugman had taken the trouble.)
Then he got down to business. Grabbed a copy of our script and started flipping through it. "Great story, boys," he said. "I could almost shoot it as is. Maybe a couple of suggestions I might have, but bottom line - this is a damned fine job."
We were enthralled, to say the least. We were in. Finally in. The big door kicked down. We were made, Baby, made. Wait'll Kathryn hears the good-
"Unfortunately," Klugman continued, snapping off my thoughts, "we can’t use it. We’ve already done a boxing show for this season."
My heart fell from a far height. I could almost hear Chris' bouncing on the floor beside mine. Shit, so close. You almost get there - just like all those other times - then, wham, they sucker punch you flat on your ass.
"You couldn’t have known," Klugman went on. "The episode won’t air for a couple of weeks. It doesn't have the same angle as yours - the aneurysm deal - but what're you gonna do?"
He kept flipping through the script. Stopped at one point, read for a second. Then looked up.
"This boxing business is right on the money," he said. "That’s one thing that really caught my eye. You've got it down good. I oughta know. I was a Golden Gloves boxer back in the day, and I've had ringside seats at all the top fights ever since."
I couldn’t believe our good luck. "Well, sir," I said, "I’ve been nuts about boxing and boxers myself since I was a kid. My grandfather, Frank Guinan, and his brother, Joe, were founders of the Philadelphia Boxing Association. You know, the gym where they shot Rocky and -"
"No shit?" Klugman said, breaking in. "The Philadelphia Boxing Association? Know it well." He sat back in his chair. Impressed as all hell. "They must have been pros, then."
"Yessir," I said. "Back in the Twenties they not only won championships, but in several different names." Klugman laughed knowingly. I went on, "They had to feed their families, you know? So they’d fight two, sometimes three times a week. But under different names. Besides that, my grandfather was lightweight Fleet Champion when he was in the Navy, and something similar when he was in the Army. My Great Uncle Joe later became president or vice president of the association."
He looked at me, interested. "Are you a Philly kid?"
I hadn’t been there more than a few months at a time since I was a baby, but I said, "I was born in South Philly, sir. Twenty First and Tasker, that’s me. Just down from Bishop Neumann High School."
"No shit?" Jack said again.
"Yessir."
I was only lying a little bit. My Aunt Cassie and Uncle Tom had a row home at Twenty First and Tasker and I had attended Bishop Neumann for practically a whole month. (Uncle Tom was Thomas M. Grubb, a decorated, thirty-year veteran of the Philadelphia Police Department. To learn more about him, check out "A Cop's Life," by me and Uncle Tom - http://tinyurl.com/66dscxt)
Klugman closed the script and sat silent for a few seconds, thinking. After the verbal barrage, it felt like a storm had just passed through.
Then he said, "Okay, Philly, here’s what we’re gonna to do." (Over the years that's what he called me - "Philly.") He looked over at Peter Thompson. "I want them write a script for us," he said. "Call their agent and make the deal."
Peter smiled that charming smile of his. "Sure, thing, Jack. And I have just the story for them. That notion about mistreated children you wanted to explore."
"Fine," Klugman said. "Get on it right away."
Then he rose, stuck out his hand for parting handshakes, and said, "You go get 'em, Philly." He grinned at Chris. "You too. I want to show those Suits in the Tower that they can’t keep a lock on this town forever."
Then he was gone and there was a sudden vacuum in the room. The two other producers (Billy and Diz) congratulated us, then shot out of there, leaving only Peter behind.
He said, "Jack’s been wanting to do something about child molesters. It’s become one of his pet causes."
"Yessir," Chris and I said in more or less unison.
"I want you to research the subject thoroughly," Peter added. "I have a few names at the LAPD you can contact and a psychiatrist or two who specialize in that area."
"When do you need the story?" Chris asked, naturally enough.
Peter gave a wide - and in retrospect - wolfish smile. "Don’t worry about that, boys," he said.
Thumped his chest. "I’ve got the story."
* * *
A conman was caught impersonating a Hollywood producer. One of his victims - a rising young actress - told the judge: "I should've suspected he wasn't a producer. He didn't hit on me more than once."
* * *
HAL: Look Dave. I can see you're really upset by this. I honestly think you ought to sit down calmly, take a stress pill, and think things over. (From 2001: A Space Odyssey)
* * *
"It's not the most intellectual job in the world, but I do have to know the letters."
(Vanna White - Wheel Of Fortune.)
* * *
Chris was hammering furiously on the keyboard. He paused to glance at his notes, then snorted his complete disgust. He said, "Man, this is some serious sick shit."
He shuddered. Something I had never seen him do before. "Makes my skin crawl just thinking about these assholes. And here we have to write a whole fucking script about the suckers."
I settled back from my own work and sighed my agreement. "I keep saying to myself, this is our big break. Don't fuck it up."
Chris said, "If this wasn't for Jack Klugman I'd pack it in. At least we know he'll make good use of this shit. Get some Congressional hearings going, and such."
Then he hunched his shoulders, his face took on a fierce light, and he started blazing away at the keyboard again.
When I remind you that the project we were engaged in had to do with Pedophiles - the scum of the Earth - you'll understand our feelings. Especially since the whole business with Jack Klugman started out with a nice, gentle story about murdering boxers.
As Chris put it: "On a scale of one to ten: Murdering boxers Versus Pedophiles, the baby rapers rate way down on the shit scale."
Not only that, but we were both troubled by Peter's super strong insistence that he already had a story in mind and just wanted us to do the research.
But, after we got home from the meeting and had poured a couple of scotches, Chris said, "I don't feel right about this somehow."
"What's wrong? We got the deal didn't we?" I replied.
Chris said, "Are you sure you got that right? We're just to do the research. And he'll give us a story which he already has worked out?"
I started to nod, then stopped to drag out my notes. Flipped through them. Found the place.
"Yep, he was adamant," I said. "We said two or three times - are you sure you don't want us to come up with a story. And he said - No. He had the story. I looked at the heavily scored pen marks beneath his exact quote and read it to Chris: "Not to worry, boys. I've got the story."
"Before he said it," I pointed out, "he thumped his chest like he really meant it."
Chris sighed and shook his head. Then, "What did you think about the guy?"
"Twenty four-carat British charm," I said. "At least that's how he comes across."
"Think it's actually gold wash?" Chris said.
"I do," I said. "I won't be surprised if he tries to pull some sort of con," I went on. "But, I still can't help liking him."
Chris laughed and topped up our drinks. "What the fuck," he said. "The Guild's got our back. And so does Klugman. What can he do?"
So, we jumped head first into the sex crime cesspool and researched the hell out of the son of a gun. It was a skin crawly subject, but with Klugman we knew it was for a good cause. Also, it was our entry through the gates of Hollywood.
We spent a couple of weeks taking to cops who specialized in busting the miscreants, and shrinks who specialized in treating young victims, as well as those who were experts on the mindset of the perps.
When we were done, Chris and I came away pretty much of the opinion that the perps were incurable and ought to be locked up for two largish forevers.
We called Peter's office and his assistant set up an appointment. But, while I was on the line with her I made double-damn sure of our instructions.
"Peter said he didn't want us to write the story," I told his assistant. "He said he had one he wanted to assign us. Is that still on? Or, should we get busy writing?"
The assistant said, "I know for a fact that he has a story. He had me call Business Affairs at the Tower and pencil it in on the production pay schedule."
Chris and I liked the sound of that: Pay Schedule. Rolled that around on our tongues a little. Went well with the scotch.
Couple of days later we were once again making our way over the hill from Santa Monica to the San Fernando Valley where most of the major studios, including MCA-Universal - were planted.
Scotty was at the gate like before and he whisked us on our way with a cheery, "Break a leg, boys." Made our way along the yellow brick road to the Quincy offices - about a hundred yards up from the old Ozzie and Harriet house - and with barely a wait we were ushered into the inner-sanctum of the Executive Producer.
Imagine our surprise when we were greeted not by Peter Thompson, but a smooth, well-made fellow who wore a quirky little smile as if he viewed the world with great amusement.
He said, "I'm Al Godfrey, the new exec producer." He shook our hands, then waved us into seats.
We must have looked like we were in shock, because he kindly hastened to explain: "I know you boys were expecting to meet with Peter - and you will in a minute or two. But first, let me reassure you that I've talked to Jack and he's impressed with you boys and so I know all the background."
I heard Chris give a sigh of relief. I could tell Godfrey caught this, but he just went on to explain that Peter had been promoted to head of production for MCA/Universal.
In other worlds, he was now one of the Guys With The Big Telephones who resided in the Black Tower.
"Peter still wants to handle your script," Godfrey said, "as his final contribution to Quincy." The crooked smile of his grew a little more crooked, with a little cynical twitch at the edges. It made you wonder what he was really thinking.
Godfrey looked us up and down, measuring. Then said, "I know you're both new to the game, and might not realize it, but you now have a friend in a very high place."
Chris and I nodded. "Head of production. It's just starting to sink in," I said, still a little numb.
The desk phone buzzed. Godfrey picked it up, listened, thanked the person on the other side and said, "Let's go see Peter. He's ready for us."
Godfrey chatted as he drove us over there in his Mercedes, but I don't remember much about what he said. I was too busy absorbing the fact that Chris and I were actually going to enter the infamous executive tower.
I saw it rising in my view like an obelisk. Cue the 2001 A Space Odyssey theme music. And damn was that sucker black. Black as a producer’s soul. And it really does tower. The closer you get to the son of a bitch, the more it looms over you.
As you approach, you know that no building in the earthquake prone City Of The Angels can be really very high. But if you are an aspiring anything, and either your doom or your dreams are to be found at Universal’s Black Tower, I guarantee that it will look like the Empire State Building when you arrive.
Here's what it's like when you enter:
After being examined by Security for hidden grenades and genital warts, you are allowed to go to the elevator reception area. Generally men and women dressed in million dollar business outfits are waiting there. Very rarely shabby writers. The Suits stare at you, smiling - everyone in Hollywood cultivates a special smile - but it's about as shallow as a Casting Director's good intentions.
The elevator stops at each and every floor as you ascend. And if you dare to peek out at each stop, you will be struck at how amazingly well decorated each floor is. Lovely paintings. Plush rugs. Antique furniture. Beautiful secretaries and receptionists.
But as you rise, you’ll also notice that the carpets get thicker and richer, the paintings become originals, instead of just expensively framed copies, and the secretaries grow more and more beauteous.
When you reach the rarefied atmosphere of the very top floor - which overlooks all that the Guys With The Big Telephones choose to survey - you will step off into wonders unknown to a common writer like yourself. While you wait, they practically put out towels on the furniture so you won’t drip nervous flop sweat on the Louis the XXXZZZZ antiques.
You don’t dare look at the paintings, for fear that the light of wonder shining from your Commoner eyeballs might somehow harm them and lessen their value.
Your feet sink into the carpeting up to your ankles and janitors in gold-braided uniforms approach to make you wipe your feet on portable scrapers with handles made of polished wood.
And the secretaries - well, let me put it this way. These are women who have been genetically altered so they do not sweat, or do any of the ordinary human things regular women do. The wondrous ladies there smell only of faint, incredibly expensive perfume, have modulated voices that are eternally sweet, yet commanding, and have eyes that can warm you to the quick, or turn you into ice if you offend the dignity of the Very Top Floor Of The Black Tower. Oh, and no matter what their race, color or creed, they speak with a charming British accent, with a little French thrown in here and there for variety's sake.
Got the picture?
Okay, back to the action... After a small eternity, Peter’s exquisite executive assistant summoned us. The three of us followed her lovely, silk-clad posterior into Peter’s Office.
It was a marvelous office. As head of production at Universal, Peter commanded a space only a few places under the legendary Lew Wasserman and his mail-fisted Knights Of The Golden Box Office. There were so many floor to ceiling windows, you felt like you might fall off the face of the Earth.
And, although you could not see All The Way To Tomorrow, the view did offer a scary glimpse of your immediate future - if All Did Not Go Well.
Peter rose from his fabulous Prince Something Or Other Desk and graced us with that roguish smile. "Thanks for coming, boys," he said. He nodded at Godfrey. "And you too, Al... How are things progressing with Jack?"
We didn't realize it then, but Klugman was famously difficult with producers, but I did note the knowing look Peter gave Godfrey.
"Every thing's coming along fine, Peter," he said. "Thanks to your smooth handover."
Peter nodded, smiling a smile of such great sincerity, that I knew it was at heart deeply insincere. In other words, Big Shot though he might be, he was worried Godfrey might show him up.
Then he turned to us, oozing warmth and charm. He made polite conversation for a minute or two, then paused. Planted his elbows on his desk and leaned forward.
Looking me right in the eyes, and holding that gaze, he said, "Okay, what's the story, boys."
It was like someone had rammed a spear into my heart. I knew Chris must feel the same. Shit, the guy had insisted that HE HAD THE STORY. He'd said it several times over the past weeks. His assistant had confirmed it only a couple of days before.
What the hell was he doing? He was fucking us. Sure, I got that. But for the life of me I didn't know why.
I looked helplessly at Chris, who had gone pale. I could see in his eyes that he was thinking, shit, shit, shit.
Then - without a beat - Chris said, "Go ahead, Cole, tell Peter the story."
If I'd had a gun, I'd have shot him. No, I would have shot myself first, then let the gun spill before his feet so he could follow me into that deep, dark place where ink-stained wretches are condemned to abide in an afterlife, where there is never a period to end a sentence, but only an endless series of commas.
This all happened in a split second. However, I hadn't been a newsman for fourteen years to not have several shovels of bullshit ready at all times.
So, I just started spouting our research. Spewing it out in way that might indicate that this was just the prelude to the story - a fabulous story yet to come. In the back of my mind I was hoping that I was giving Chris time to come up with something so I could toss the ball back to him.
Then Peter's phone rang. Peter raised a hand, "Sorry, Allan. This will just take a tick."
As he spoke to someone on the phone I gave Chris a look of desperation. To my horror, the look I got back was one of equal desperation.
I glanced over at Godfrey, but he was just staring at the floor, that crooked smile twitching his lips.
Then Peter hung up. "Sorry, boys, but I have to run down the hall to see Lew for a second," he said. "I'll be right back."
Then he was gone. In the silent room you could sever the tension with splicing shears. Godfrey cleared his throat, getting our attention.
My head came up to see a look of great pity. "You poor putzes," he said. "What the fuck is going on here?"
Quickly, we explained. We were told not to develop a story. Just do the research.
"Peter insisted he had the story," I said once again. "But now..." my voice trailed off.
"Never mind that shit," Godfrey said. "Let's stick our heads together and come up with something before the son of a bitch comes back."
Twenty minutes later Peter swept into the office, took up residence in his plush executive chair. He gave us his total attention.
And once again he asked, "What's the story, boys?"
But this time we told him.
* * *
Chris said, "I flat don't get it."
"What's not to get?" This from Al Godfrey, our new mentor and exec-producer of Quincy M.E., starring Jack Klugman.
Chris said, "Okay, stop me if I get it wrong anywhere along the line. Klugman orders Peter Thompson - the guy you replaced - to buy a script from us. Right?"
Godfrey nodded. "You boys are two lucky sons of bitches."
"Yeah, yeah," Chris said. "But, what happens next is that old Peter informs us that Klugman's been wanting to do something about Pedophiles and how they bury themselves in the community to stalk our kids."
Godfrey said, "I'm with you so far. Still don't see anything to be confused about."
Chris said, "Well, hang fucking tight because it gets a little scary from here on in… We tell Peter, no problem. When do you want the story? And how long should it be?"
I break in, getting steamed just listening to Chris' recital. "And Peter tells us - 'Not to worry, boys. I have the story. You just do the research and when you're ready call me."
"Never mind that," Chris said. "He didn't have a fucking story. He lied to us. We had to come up with one on the fly. Then we go home, write the story. Get your notes and Peter's notes. Then write the script. Script's approved. Checks mailed to agent. Agent clips them for ten percent and sends them on."
Godfrey nodded. "That's how it works."
Christ snorted. "Well, riddle me this, Mr. Godfrey, sir. How come if we did all the damned work - with no help from Peter - that when the check showed up from fucking Universal Studios that we got screwed for two thousand dollars? And it turns out that the two grand went into the pockets of - guess who - Peter Thompson."
Godfrey shrugged. "Easy," he said. "That was Peter's share. He had the story, remember?"
Chris was exasperated. So was I, but I kept my mouth shut. This was a learning opportunity if ever saw one. A lesson, as it happens, that cost us two thousand dollars so I didn't want to miss a word.
My partner persisted. He said, "It's not Peter's story. He didn't write - or think up a word of it."
Godfrey said, "Of course, it's his story." He jabbed a finger at the stationary on his desk, headed MCA-Universal - Business Affairs. "Says right here it's his story. Credit he generously shared with you and Allan. And, pal, if fucking Business Affairs says so, it's So. Just ask them."
Chris made a noise of heart-felt disgust. "Peter's the freaking head of production for the largest studio in the whole freaking world. What's he need two grand of our measly script money for?"
Godfrey said, "I'd like to say it isn't the money. But in This Town money is always a major part of the story. Guys like me and Peter live way over our heads. We have to drive the nicest cars. Live in the nicest houses. Send our kids to the best private schools. Wine and dine and fuck the sexiest and most expensive starlets… You know. Keep up appearances."
"Yeah, but two grand?" Chris said in a dismissive tone. "What's two grand to him?"
Despite his protest, however, my partner's outrage was starting to wane. Beating your head against the wall called Studio Business Affairs can be weary work.
I said, "You mentioned that money wasn't Peter's only motive. "What other reasons are there?"
Godfrey leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head. He said, "In a word - Credit. And the bottom line is that Peter was more after the Above The Line Story Credit than the money." (Above The Line on the End Reel are the names of the producers, directors, writers, actors and other "creative" personnel. The Below The Line credits are everybody else, from makeup to the guys who provide the portable Johns on location.)
We gave our new mentor blank stares.
Chris said, "Credit? He's got fucking credit." He jabbed a finger at the Business Affairs document. "Says right there he was fucking Executive Producer."
Godfrey sighed - such innocents. "In this business," he said, "there is nothing lower than a writer. But if a non-writer wants to go places in the world of the Suits he'd better have some writing credits to go along with his masters degree in pencil pushing and pissing on the peons."
"Peter claims he has a degree from the London School of Economics," I said.
Godfrey chuckles. "Yeah, and if you fucking believe that you'll probably believe that he was classmates with Mick Jagger."
"He's too old," Chris said.
Godfrey raised a cautionary finger. "Never tell an old fart he's too old," he said. "It will be the end of your career."
"Gotcha, boss," I said. Amused, because Godfrey himself had claimed he was about our age, when he was clearly ten years or more older.
I steered back to the point. "Are you saying that Peter wants his bosses to think that he's actually a writer, who got interested in production"
"Fuck no," Godfrey said. "But if he can flash a few credits to The Guys With The Big Telephones, it'll show that he has a creative streak. But not so much of one that he's gonna go sideways on them. Develop a case of integrity. Or fucking honesty."
"Honesty?" I said. "Heaven forefend."
Godfrey cocked an eye at me. He said, "If you ever use the word 'forefend' in a script you write for me you can look for it the next day at the County Dump."
Just then we were joined by the new Quincy story editors - Chris Trumbo and Jeff Freilich. Drinks were made, smokes fired up and we all settled back to get to know one another.
It turned out that Chris Trumbo was the son of the legendary blacklisted screeenwriter Dalton Trumbo (Spartacus, Exodus to name just two - http://tinyurl.com/qozxq), while Freilich - a medical school dropout - hailed from the shores of Roger Corman, (http://tinyurl.com/23ptj8) king of the down and dirty drive-in movie makers.
"It was one hell of an education,' Freilich said - speaking not of the medical school part, but of working for Roger Corman. "You only had a few thousand bucks to make whatever flick Roger assigned you. Which meant you really had to use your imagination and cheat like hell to shoot the movie. The real beauty was that if you stuck to the few basics Roger required - 'I want Women In Chains Meets Dracula - you could say or do pretty much anything you wanted."
"Sounds like old Black Mask Magazine," my partner opined. "Stick to the basic formula and you had a free hand. That's where the best writers in the detective story business, like Raymond Chandler, got their start."
While they were all talking, I was thinking about the cheapo movies that Corman and his ilk made, some of which were (accidentally) good. Most turned a large profit and even the worst never lost a dime on the drive-in, neighborhood movie circuit. (Today, it's DVD rentals and Streaming Video.)
Meanwhile, the studios regularly lost their silk shirts on Big Bucks Productions, and had to count on one or two bonanza films every year or so to pay the bills. These days they call them 'Tent Pole' pictures and they consist of endless sequels of mindless movies aimed at teenage boys, who consume so much popcorn and drink so much Coke that they keep the zillion dollar entertainment business afloat.
I asked Jeff, "What if Corman gave you a million dollars. What could you do with that?"
Freilich laughed. "Shit, with a million dollars I could have re-made Ben Hur, complete with the chariot race. Of course, we'd have to shoot it in Italy, or southern Spain, but hell, their prop masters probably have dozens of old movie chariots on hand. And there's plenty of period footage we could buy for the price of a pizza."
At the time, studio movies averaged ten million bucks or so, which shows you how long ago this was. Currently, film budgets are hammering on the gates of $500 million. Stars like Johnny Depp ring up paydays of $50 million or more. (The most recent Pirates Of The Caribbean.)
I turned to Godfrey, "So tell me Al, if you can make a million dollar movie - one that's guaranteed to turn a profit - why don't the studios make ten, one million dollar movies that will all make a bundle… instead of one ten million dollar movie that's probably going to lose money?"
Godfrey gave me a pitying look - oh, you poor putz. Then he proclaimed, "Allan, the reason the studios make Ten Million Dollar Movies, instead of One Million Dollar Movies, is that you can't fucking steal a million dollars from a million dollar movie."
That was our first real money lesson in Hollywood and it pretty much explained everything you needed to know about the business - including how Peter Thompson ended up with some of our money in his pockets.
"It's like points on the project," Godfrey said. "You are never going to see any, because the points are based on gross profits and no studio in Hollywood will ever make a movie that shows an actual gross profit that points can be levied against."
Godfrey told us that recently he'd been offered two points on a multi-million dollar project and he'd said, "I'll swap those two points for a flat ten thousand dollars cash."
The deal maker looked at him, hurt in his eyes. "Come on, Godfrey," he said. "Play fair."
As the conversation moved on, Chris sat there silently for a time. Which was quite unlike him.
Finally, he piped up: "You know, if Cole and I had known that Hollywood was like the plumber's, or the electrician's union, and that all you had to do was grease somebody's palm to break in - well, fuck, man! We'd have paid somebody two thousand dollars years ago."
Quincy Postscript: As time went by we met every chance we could with Godfrey - so much that Scotty just waved us through the gate and didn't bother to ask what we were up to. And we spent many an evening pitching stories and shooting the breeze with Al, and Trumbo and Freilich.
We even sold another script to Al - The Money Plague - which was about anthrax-infected money getting into the system through a neighborhood bank. (A greedy story editor managed to grab some of the credit on that one as well.)
Al lasted one season - a very successful season - and another producer came on board. Several others followed. Klugman chewed through producers like he chewed through dialogue. (Quincy scripts had to be twenty pages longer than most because Klugman talked so fast.)
Godfrey was philosophic about what he knew would be his eventual demise.
"If I do my job right," he said, "I can keep the numbers up and the show a hit. But eventually, I'm going to make Jack mad. And then I'm gone. No worries, though. I had that eventuality covered in my contract."
Meanwhile, over the following seasons we sold several more scripts, and were such old pros at Quincy that the new producers used to call us - a couple of freelancers - to ask vital questions, such as: What's Quincy's first name? Answer: He didn't have a first name, just the initial "R."
Another: What was Sam's (Quincy's sidekick, played by the multi-talented Robert Ito) last name? Answer: Fujiyama. And yes, he was a doctor too, although few writers, except us, ever referred to him with that honorific.
Quincy M.E., ran for eight hit seasons, ending in 1982 - not because the ratings were down. The show was always in the top ten or close to it. Jack Klugman was worn out with the incredible effort he put into the program and was having continuing problems with his voice. He called it a day, bowing out at the top of his game. Last I heard he was still alive and giving them hell at age 89.
An interesting side note on Godfrey's comment about the firewall he'd built into his contract:
Glen Larson was the creator of Quincy- a guy I'll be telling you a lot more about later on in greater and more horrific detail. Old Glen had a PhD in "borrowing" other people's ideas and making them into (usually low brow) hits.
He probably would have ruined Quincy, one of the most honored shows in TV history, with an impact that reached all the way to Congress. But he didn’t stick around much past the first season. Old hands on the show told us that Klugman and Larson were butting heads before the cameras started to roll.
Klugman demanded quality. He wanted realistic stories based on fact. Stories that meant something and that had decent dialogue for the actors to speak.
Surely, Glen may have wondered - Is Jack fucking nuts?
As you may have gathered, Larson was an unlikely source for any of the things Klugman demanded. Larson’s motto was: Whatever works, works. The rest is bullshit.
Despite these problems, Quincy was a huge a hit. It started out as one of the shows in the NBC "Mystery Wheel." The other members of the wheel were "McCloud," "MacMillian and Wife," "Banacek," and "Columbo." All good programs. Each getting two hours per episode - just like a movie, with all the production values that a movie has.
When the Network - in its stupidity- broke up the wheel, Quincy became a regularly scheduled one hour program and Klugman - we were told - said either Larson was off the show, or he was.
Larson lost.
Well - not really.
Actually, Glen Larson probably never lost a dime of his own money in his professional career. We were told that his payoff was in the neighborhood of fifty thousand dollars an episode to stay away from the show. That's fifty thousand dollars in 1979 money, which, according to my inflation calculator, would be $145,846.11 today. Which is one hell of a restraining order.
I’d take that deal, wouldn’t you?
Anyway, at this point in the game, Chris and I were all but made.
But two things had to occur before our success was assured.
One concerned Sten - the first novel in a series that what would turn out to be an international science fiction hit.
The second had to do with a big fucking shark.
* * *
I stared at the blank sheet of paper rolled into the typewriter. Typed a few words - the kind that go nowhere. Back spaced. XXXX'ed over them. Hit carriage return - ding! - and was rewarded with a fresh field of… nothingness.
I heaved a great sigh. It was one of those sighs that well up from some dark and dismal place where poor ink-stained wretches are kept, groaning under the weight of Day Job chains.
Chris said, "I know how you feel, partner."
I looked up at him - leaning on his putty-colored IBM Selectric. Face as gloomy as my own.
He said, "Starting to wonder if we're nothing but a couple of fucking one-shot wonders?"
I was.
I said, "After the Quincy sale, I thought we'd finally made it. That pretty soon the phone would be ringing with all kinds of offers. Instead : Zip, Bam, Boom, Splat! Nada. Nothing."
Chris said, "Maybe I ought to call Larry. Goose him a little."
That would be our agent - Larry Grossman - who'd convinced us to move our focus from writing spec movie scripts that never got past the option stage, to television, where we'd managed to make our first sale to Jack Klugman, star of Quincy M.E. Which was sort of like one of the modern CSI shows, but a whole helluva lot better.
Chris and I were still holding down above-mentioned Day Jobs. Me as the wire editor at a newspaper; Chris as a freelance magazine writer. Then we got together for nearly another 40 hours a week trying to sink rejection-blunted teeth into careers writing screenplays and books. We were both recently divorced - I was paying alimony and child support; while Chris was making a big payout to get out from under his Ex, who had filed claim to everything he'd written since that once-blissful wedding day.
In short, quitting our Day Jobs in wispy Fairyland hopes of landing another TV gig was not an option. The formula was simple. For Chris: F(ailure) = B(ankruptcy), plus seizure of his beloved Kawasaki Z1. For me: F(ailure) = J(ail).
I said, "Maybe I should take point with Larry this time. Tell him how we're on the edge, here. One more deal - please, please - and we can tell our bosses to sit on their jobs and rotate."
I reached for the phone, but it rang before I could lift the receiver.
Across the room, Chris laughed. "Watch," he said. "It'll be fucking Larry."
And, damn, if it wasn't. I signaled Chris, who picked up his end.
Larry said, "I think we have an opportunity here, boys."
I said, "That's great, Larry. What's up?"
He said, "They're doing a spinoff of B.J. And The Bear (http://tinyurl.com/46gocy) over at ABC and there's some freelance openings."
Chris said, "B.J. And The Fucking Who?"
Larry sighed. "I told you boys to - Oh, never mind… B.J. is patterned after that Clint Eastwood movie - the funny one. Every Which Way But Loose? You've heard of that, right?"
Chris said, "We're both big Eastwood fans. Never miss any of his shit."
I came in, adding, "Clint's a trucker in that one, right? And he's got an orangutan as a sidekick."
"It's the same with B.J. And The Bear," Larry said. "Except, instead of an orangutan, he has a chimp. And instead of Eastwood, we've got Greg Evigan, (http://tinyurl.com/ctfv9v) the latest teen heart throb."
I said, "Not a very original idea, is it? I mean, Eastwood's making a sequel, last I heard."
Larry laughed. "Original? Please, Allan. It's a Glen Larson project. He's an expert at taking hit movies, and turning them into hit television shows."
"You mean, he bought the rights to the Eastwood movie?" Chris asked. "Must've cost a fucking fortune."
Another laugh. Geesh, how naive could we get? Larry said. "I told you it was LIKE the Eastwood movie. But not so much that Larson has to pay anybody anything."
"That's a helluva fucking talent," Chris said. (We would soon learn firsthand how much of an understatement this was.)
"It certainly is," Larry said, ignoring the sarcasm. (Agents usually do.) "That's why Glen has so many shows on television. Including this spinoff that I'm calling about - The MisAdventures Of Sheriff Lobo." (http://tinyurl.com/9rkk8k)
"I like the title," I said. And it was true. It was a good title. "What's it about?"
"A crooked sheriff," Larry said.
Chris gave a thumbs up. We were both starting to like this better and better.
"It stars Claude Akins," he added. (http://tinyurl.com/zsso9)
"Fuckin' A," Chris said. "Damn, this thing might end up having some class."
A long silence on the other end.
"Larry?" I said. "Larry?"
"I did mention this was a Glen Larson show - didn't I, boys?" he said.
We admitted that he had.
"Let me also add that one of the standing sets in this small town is a disco skating rink where lots of pretty girls, wearing hot pants and halter tops, do hot dances with their hunky boyfriends."
Chris made a face but I waved him down before he could say anything.
I said to Larry, "The show's not on yet, right?" He said it wasn't. "Well, could we possibly see a copy of the pilot script, so we can come up to speed on the premise?"
"It's my understanding," Larry said, "that the pilot script hasn't been written yet."
"So how do we-"
"Not to worry," Larry came in. "The story editor is a friend. I'm sure he'll be happy to send over the scripts for the two-part B.J. And The Bear that introduced Claude's character. Maybe I can even get him to send us the tapes for the shows."
We got off the phone. Looked at each other.
"Hot pants on roller skates, huh?" Chris said. "Not exactly The Great Gatsby, is it?"
I said, "Make us a couple of scotches and it'll go down better."
It did. Sort of. Mantra Chant: Ditch The Day Job… Ditch The Day Job... Ditch The…
Later, we checked in with Al Godfrey - still exec producer at Quincy, which was between seasons, so no gigs there. Al, our new self-appointed mentor, was wise to all the goings-on at Universal Studios, where Glen Larson hung his many Created-By hats. (As mentioned: Larson had also created Quincy, but only lasted one season before Klugman had him kicked off.)
"Lobo, huh?" Godfrey said. "Now, that's a show in trouble before it's even started."
We asked what the problem was.
"Two words," Godfrey said. "Glen Fucking Larson."
I didn't bother mentioning that was three words, assuming - correctly as it turned out - that the expletive always accompanied the name. Sort of like "Fucking Television" was one word in Hollywood parlance.
Instead, I said, "How so? From what Larry said, Larson might not be the most original guy on the lot, but he's certainly successful enough."
Godfrey said, "He gets balled up when he's writing. Can't get started on the Fade In, and when he finally does, he can't figure out when to stop."
Chris said, "We were told they didn't have a pilot script yet. Is Larson supposed to be writing it?"
"It's in the deal for the show," Godfrey said. "So far, he's produced nothing but shit. Word is, Fred Silverman is getting ready to pull the plug - unless Glen comes up with a really hot idea. And can actually deliver it."
Young and dumb as we both were, Chris and I knew that Fred Silverman was the Guy With The Biggest Telephone at ABC. (Which Chris later dubbed, the Anything But Class network.) Rumor had it that they had whole teams of kiddie vice presidents at Universal Studios, whose sole purpose was make sacrifice to Silverman every week when the Nielsen Reports were delivered. Some said they used a white bull calf. Others, the most recent vice president to turn 30.
Chris said, "So, no fucking pilot - No fucking show. Is that how it goes?"
"You got it," Godfrey replied.
Something had been bugging me and although it was probably a stupid question, I just had to ask. "What's this thing Hollywood has about monkeys? They're always putting them in movies, and I don't just mean Tarzan. And they are forever sticking them in episodes of television shows.'
"Simple," Godfrey said. "A lot of guys in the business are convinced that monkeys will bump up your ratings six points. It's supposed to be the same with kids, but monkeys are cheaper and you don't need a teacher."
"Is it true?" I asked.
Godfrey laughed. "I think tits and ass work better than monkeys and so does Larson, but he'll throw anything at the screen he can think of to get a hit. I heard he's doubling down with Lobo. Girls in hot pants and wet T-shirts bouncing around at a disco roller rink. And if you've ever watched B.J., the first thing you'll notice is that every episode begins with a big-titted damsel in distress stranded by the highway. "
Chris snorted. "Fucking Hollywood," he said.
"It's what pays the bills," Godfrey said. "Always been that way. Ever see any of those old pre-Hays Code flicks? They're like bachelor party Smokers, except with production values."
A couple of days later we'd gone through the B.J. two-parter - both in script form, and the VHS tapes Larry's the nice story editor at Lobo had sent over. On a scale of one to ten, the scripts stunk. But, there was nothing to do but hold our noses and dive into storyland. The fact that it starred Claude Akins, was a big help.
We already had the requisite six stories ready for the pitch meeting, when the day before the appointment an interesting wire story crossed my desk at work. It was one of those funny little change-of-pace pieces that UPI and AP provide their clients to lighten up the daily ration of doom and gloom.
The article was about a little country town that would have dried up and blown away for lack of business - and interest - if they didn't have this big catfish contest once a year.
The contest had been going for ages and the top prize was many thousands of dollars. Making things even more interesting was the legendary 100-year-old catfish, supposedly of whale-like dimensions, that had been eluding the best catfish hunters in America for lo these many decades.
Later, I showed it to Chris and he said, "Hot damn. That's our sale."
The story we developed put that fishing contest in Sheriff Lobo's town. Naturally, being so crooked that he has to screw his socks on when he gets up in the morning, Lobo schemes on how to collect the big bucks of that contest.
The twist was that while chasing a Perp (who refused to cough up the customary payola) Lobo crashes into the lake - accidentally killing the legendary catfish- which turns out to be just as big as the old timers claimed. Then he spends the rest of the episode trying to wriggle out of his dilemma, complicated by some escaped convicts after the Catfish Festival Prize Money, and other such nonsense.
We met with the story editor - who we thought was a firzzly old fart, meaning he was about ten years younger than I am now. He was a nice guy. Listening to all of our pitches, including the one about the fish. Giving no hint of whether we were heroes or goats, he said he'd get back to us.
Believing we had blown it, we retired to my house and morosely mixed a couple of scotch and waters, light on the water.
We were analyzing out pitch moves, when the phone rang. I answered. It was the story editor.
"I want to put a pin in that fish story," he said.
My heart pounding, I gave Chris a thumbs up. "Does that mean you want to buy it?" I asked, rather stupidly.
"It does," he replied.
"That's wonderful," I gushed. "How much time do we have? I mean, when do you need the story?"
There was a pause, just long enough to make me wonder if this was going to be another one of those Peter Thompson deals. Would he demand two thousand dollars of our script money? Could we bargain him down?
Then he said, "We don't want you to write anything. Glen Larson is going to write it. We'll just buy the story and you sit back and spend the money."
I was disappointed. "That's great," I said. "But we'd really like to write the story ourselves."
Another long pause. More suspicions buzzed in my breast.
The guy said, "It's like this, Allan. Right after I saw you guys I had lunch with Glen and Fred Silverman. We were discussing what the best angle would be for the Lobo pilot."
After our conversation with Godfrey, I had an inkling what that meeting with Silverman was really about: Where's my fucking pilot?
"Anyway, while we were having lunch," the story editor continued, "that Studio Tour tram came around and went through the Jaws ride. You can see it from the commissary."
Based on the Spielberg movie, the Jaws ride sat just outside the studio cafeteria and diners had a wonderful view of all the tourists squealing as Bruce The Shark rose up out of the depths, jaws gaping, deadly plastic teeth gleaming, and made a grab for them. Shrieks of pleasure, then Bruce would retreat back into his mechanical kingdom beneath the Jaws pond. (Remind me to tell you what they found one day when they drained the Jaws pond to clean it.)
"Okay...." I said, not knowing what to expect.
"Well, Silverman saw Bruce, then turned to Glen and said he wished we could work a Jaws thing in somehow. Take advantage of all that hoopla. And so I told him I had a couple of guys in a little bit ago who were pitching a fish story."
"But our fish is a catfish," I protested. "It's a big catfish, sure. But it's definitely not a shark."
The story editor got a laugh at this. "Well, it's a fucking shark now," he said. "And Glen's going to write the script because Fred Silverman insists on it. And whatever Silverman says, goes."
"Okay," I said, still a little disappointed.
He asked for our agent's name, hung up, and I told Chris about the deal. He was just as disappointed, the good news being that at least we'd have some story money in our jeans. And wondering if Larson was going to skim off some of our money. And if so, how much?
A little later the phone rang again. This time it was our agent.
"Good news on the Sheriff Lobo front, Allan," Larry said.
"Yeah, I know," I said, sounding not that enthusiastic. "We sold the story, but we can't write it."
"Who cares?" he chortled. "I got you guys double."
I was confused. "Double what?"
"Double story and script," he replied.
I was dumbfounded. "But we're not going to write the story or the script," I said. "Glen Larson is."
"You'll still get double," he said. "Plus story and script credit. And that's credit for a pilot, young man. A pilot that will actually be shot. That almost never happens. Especially with rookie writers."
"How the Hell did you do that?" I asked, a bit numb.
"The guy kicked and screamed," Larry said, "but I pointed out that Fred Silverman himself asked for the story. So that makes it worth double - with full credit - at the very least."
"But our story was about a catfish," I said. "This one's about a shark?"
Our agent laughed. "Do you really give a damn, Allan?"
He had me there.
I thanked him, hung up, and turned to fill Chris in. He listened carefully, a big, shit-eating grin growing across his face.
"That's it," he boomed. "That's fucking it! Call your boss tomorrow and tell him to take his job and shove it."
And that's more or less what I did.
* * *
The eight-novel Sten Series that Chris and I are probably best known for, was almost dead on arrival.
It was kinda-sorta like one of those The End Is The Beginning deals. And like almost all things bad - and good - that happen in Writer's Land it started with a phone call.
Chris answered. I think he was in his "Bunch And Cole's Funeral Parlor… You stab 'em, we slab 'em," phase. If so, that's what he said.
Then I heard him say, "Aw, shit, Larry. Don't mind me. Just fucking around."
He motioned for me to pick up, and when I did I heard our agent say, "I'm really sorry, guys… I know you were counting on this - but… you know… we just got rejected again."
Chris said, "Fuck!"
I gulped, then asked, "Which one?"
Larry said, "Del Rey Books. The Rejection Letter is from the Senior Editor, there - Owen Locke. Bad news I'm afraid, but it's really a very nice letter."
Chris and I were so numb that we let him go on.
There was a rustling a paper, then Larry said, "I'll give you the bottom line first. He said although he found the Sten Series proposal very original, and well-written, that at this time he doesn't feel it is quite the direction that Del Rey Books is heading in."
More paper rustling. More silence from us.
Then he said, "Oh… he goes on to invite you to submit any other suitable projects you might wish to explore in the future."
"Fuck!" Chris said again.
I said, "That's the last one, isn't it, Larry?"
He said, "Yes, Allan. Of the seven Sten packages we sent out, Del Rey Books is the last rejection." Larry paused, then added, "Guys - if you come up with any other publisher, let me know and I'll be happy to help."
Then he went on to tell us that he saw good things ahead in television land. And that after our sale to Quincy and Sheriff Lobo, he thought more opportunities ought to be coming in any day now.
"Thanks, Larry," I said. Chris mumbled something suitably polite as well and we hung up.
"Shit!" Chris said. Apparently he felt he'd worn out the "fucks" for now.
Writing books - not television - was the future we saw for ourselves, so I said, "I'll get us a drink," and got up and went to the kitchen.
We were working out of his house in Manhattan Beach then. Later, we'd switch over to the Santa Monica apartment I shared with Kathryn - his sister and my fiancé. Mainly, because it was a helluva lot closer to the Studios where the bulk of our income would be earned for the next ten years.
We had about half a fifth of J&B left. I made a couple of stiff ones, which I brought back to the office.
After a couple of honks off his drink, Chris said, "The guy's an asshole."
I didn't have to ask. The asshole he was speaking of was the afore mentioned Owen Locke.
Chris said, "They're all fucking assholes."
This would mean Owen and the other six science fiction houses that had rejected us.
No disagreement from me.
In the silence that followed, we both finished our drinks and Chris went into the kitchen to make us a couple more.
When he returned, he said, "Where the fuck did we go wrong, Cole?"
Good question.
We both sat behind our typewriters, reflecting on our actions thus far.
FREEZE SCENE FOR FASCINATING AND EDUCATIONAL BACKSTORY
The failure to sell our novel series wasn't from lack of trying. In fact, we went about breaking into Bookworld with the same fervor that we had attacked Hollywood.
We went at it with hard work and cool ((ha) logic. Young and dumb as we were, we thought we could conjure up the key to literary success that has eluded countless wannabee writers, past, present and future.
The first thing, we decided, was that if we came up with a series - instead of a standalone novel - there was more of a chance that all the books would remain in print. A little bit true at the time, but just plain wishful thinking these days.
Then we looked at the genre markets. Westerns? We dearly loved Westerns. But in those days - both in books and the movies - the Oater, as they called it, was done. Westerns just weren't selling.
Detectives, then? We were ardent fans of Chandler and Hammett - all the hard boiled guys.
Again, at the time mysteries and detective stories had a limited, if passionate, audience. A flurry of rack sales, then the local library, where the sale of one book serves a legion of readers, but does not impress your banker one damn bit. You had to have a second job - like teaching - if you wrote that sort of thing. That's generally true to this day.
Thrillers? Coming up with a series of world-threatening disasters and intrepid heroes to avert said disaster, didn't appeal to us. Or all those serial killers. Yech. Better to save that sort of thing for Hollywood, which generally pays better for fewer words. (A 60-minute Prime Time script goes for about $38,000. A first time novelist back then - and also today - will get maybe $5,000 for a 500-page book. Time factor? Script, maybe three weeks for all drafts. Novel? Six months, more likely a year. Our Vietnam novel took three years.)
We finally settled on Science Fiction - fantasy was still waiting for Terry Brooks to break that genre out of the doldrums. Plus we had been ardent science fiction readers since childhood.
Next, we examined the nature of book series. In our opinion, there was a tendency for writers to grow to despise their main characters after a few books.
Sir Arthur came to hate Holmes so much that he killed him. The storm over that literary assassination eventually led to Holmes' miraculous revival. Ms Christie loathed Poirot, but wisely let him live. Fleming killed Bond in From Russia With Love, only to resurrect 007 in Dr. No to appease his publishers and fans. And so on. There are countless examples. (The death of Bond in From Russia is still hotly disputed. Some say Raymond convinced Fleming to keep Bond alive. Others say it's just a myth. For the purposes of my point in this MisAdventure, however, I will take Bond's intended death as gospel.)
Why did the authors wind up harboring murderous thoughts about their series heroes? Chris and I concluded it because their literary children never made it past adolescence. Bond in the first book, is basically the same Bond in the last Fleming-written novel. Ditto the others. Permanent adolescents all. A helluva thing to live with your whole writing career. (Ask any parent or teacher about the joys of raising a teenager.)
Then we asked ourselves: were there examples of successful series where the character grew up to delight his Creator? There were several, but our favorite was the Horatio Hornblower series (http://tinyurl.com/68evha) by C.S. Forester.
Although the books were written out of order, when Forester was done he had traced the career of an early 19th Century British midshipman through the Napoleonic Wars until he was a middle-aged admiral.
So, that's what we settled on. A series inspired by C.S. Forester, except we would kick it three thousand years into the future, and instead of wooden ships, we would have rocket ships.
During the months we considered all this, the first great gasoline crunch came slamming down. International politics hit the fan, oil stopped flowing, and pretty soon tens of thousands of American motorists found themselves sweating and cursing in long lines that sometimes stretched a mile or more trying to get into a gas station.
What power those oil sheiks wielded.
In a flash we could see it. We reasoned if a single person could control the source of a cheap plentiful fuel he could control the planet. And if he could control the planet, he could control other planets; and if humankind explored the stars, he could control those as well. Until he controlled a galactic empire.
This was all assuming that His Ultimate Majesty lived long enough. And that was no problem - we worked up a tricky system involving cloning and so on so we could produce a guy we ended up calling The Eternal Emperor.
After talking to some techie friends - especially, the late Bob Willy - we came up with the ultimate power source - a fuel wrested from an alternate universe. We called it Anti-matter Two.
Next, the hero. We wanted somebody young. A working class kid, who hated authority. We met him in Sten, son of migrant workers under contract to the bosses of a factory planet. His family would be killed. He would run afoul of the Powers That Be, eventually come to the notice of the Eternal Emperor, then rise through the ranks, novel by novel.
We outlined twelve books, which, like a good Bordelaise sauce, we reduced to eight over the next ten years. It would be one big, million word-plus novel.
You're probably thinking that the next thing we did is to write an outline and some sample chapters of the series to present to the publishers.
Wrong!
Instead, we conjured up a little trick.
We cozened our Hollywood agent into giving us some of his stationary. Then we came up with the Bunch & Cole Formula Hit Letter. (Pay attention class. This hit letter will be the most important thing you ever write.)
It consisted of three paragraphs. The first Paragraph: The story, told as excitingly as possible, with the fewest words. Second Paragraph: Why we were uniquely qualified to write it. Both of us were professional writers, plus I was a CIA brat and knew that world well; Chris was a decorated veteran of the Vietnam War, and knew the military well, etc. The Third Paragraph was a single sentence: May we have our agent send you sample chapters and an outline?
This was done in one page, one page only, including the salutation. (Visit and bookmark my Query Letter Page for handy reference. (http://tinyurl.com/62o33hz)
Then we mass mailed that sucker (with return envelope and postage) to every major publisher of science fiction in America. Which you were definitely not supposed to do. But publishers can take months to reply, if at all.
As Chris put it, "You can grow so fucking old and so fucking senile you forget what your fucking book is the fuck about."
Next hurdle: It is nearly impossible to sell an unsolicited book without a New York literary agent. (Generally speaking, Hollywood agents don't count.) Basically, you are trying to sell across the transom, and that just doesn't happen.
Except, we figured it this way: Every publisher has people down in the basement where unsolicited book pitches and manuscripts are tossed. Most are a mess. Some aren't even typed. The job of culling through them usually goes to some kid right out of college, hoping to make her bones so she can be a big time literary editor. All she needs is one good manuscript. Each day she works, the more she despairs of ever finding that elusive nugget of gold.
Now, we imagined her getting our pitch letter. Not only perfectly typed, but no misspellings or other errors. Plus, it is only a single page. She reads the first paragraph. Not bad. Then the second - these guys are qualified, that's for sure. Then the third - a simple question, can we send her sample chapters and an outline?
Now this young lady spends her entire day saying no. No, no, no, and Heavens To Murgatroid, no! But we have just given her a chance to say - Yes. What's she got to lose? Plus it feels good, saying Yes. Just this once. So she does.
In record time, we got six or seven positive replies.
Then - and only then - did we sit down and write a hundred pages of sample chapters and a twenty-some-page outline. Sent them out to all the publishers. Sat back and waited.
Eventually, they came back.
And one by one we were rejected.
Shit!
Finally there was one left. Del Rey Books. At that time the most prestigious science fiction house in the country.
Then our agent called and said we were fucked on that one too.
Got it?
Okay, now we can:
RESUME ACTION
Chris said, "Found another bottle of J&B hiding in the cupboard."
It was a good thing too, because in our misery we had polished off what was left of the other fifth.
And this, in just a little over an hour since we'd received the bad news.
Chris exited the kitchen, ice cubes clinking in a pair of new Pity Cures.
And, damn, if the phone didn't ring again.
I picked up. And holy shit, it was our agent. Again. Twice in one day? Hell, twice in less than two hours? Unheard of.
As Chris got on the line with me, I heard Larry say, "Guys, I don't exactly know how to say this - it's never happened to me before in twenty years of agenting. But, I just got a call from Owen Locke at Del Rey Books."
"Yeah?" I said, more than a little confused. "He's the S.O.B. who told us to go to Hell, right?"
Chris said, "If he called to personally rub it in, I'll fucking fly to New York… track the sucker down… then rip off his head and shit in his neck."
He meant it.
Larry said, "No, no, Chris. It's not like that. Not at all."
He paused to take a breath - as if not believing what he was about to say. And then he told us:
"Like I said, it was the same Owen Locke who sent the rejection letter. But, he called to say how embarrassed he was. That he'd made a big mistake. He said he rejected the wrong book. He meant to send us an Acceptance Letter, not a Rejection Letter.
"Not only that, he says his boss, Judy Lynn Del Rey, (http://tinyurl.com/5wl6ddl) personally read the sample chapters and ordered him to buy the novel."
"You're shitting me," I said.
"No, Allan," Larry replied. "I am definitely not shitting you."
A few more words of amazement were exchanged - I don't remember what they were. But, finally, I hung up and turned to Chris.
If a person's face could be a great big question mark, then you know what Chris looked like right then. It was if he couldn't believe what he had just heard.
So, I confirmed the news. "Partner, mine," I said. "We just sold Sten."
"Far fucking out!" Chris roared.
And the bottle of Scotch we had opened to drown our sorrows, did not survive the ensuing celebration.
Postscript: The eight-novel series went on to sell more than twenty five million copies in thirteen languages. The books are:
Sten #1
Sten #2 - The Wolf Worlds
Sten #3 - The Court Of A Thousand Suns
Sten #4 - Fleet Of The Damned
Sten #5 - Revenge Of The Damned
Sten #6 - The Return Of The Emperor
Sten #7 - Vortex
Sten #8 - End Of Empire.
Here's where you can find links to all versions of the novels, from Dead Tree editions, to e-books, to audio books: http://tinyurl.com/3go7w5n
* * *
Chris said, "The good news is that we sold the fucking book."
"We sold the fucking book," I agreed.
Chris said, "The bad news is that books pay like shit."
No disagreement there. In those days first time writers got a standard $5,000 advance. (Pretty much the same today.) Typically paid out at the rate of $2,500 on signing; $1,225 on delivery; and $1,225 on publication. Figure, it takes six months to a year to write a book. Another year to get it published. The money split between two guys, in our case.
And voila:
"We're fucked," Chris said, summing it up quite succinctly, thank you.
I sighed. "All my life I figured that all I had to do was publish my first book, and everything would be gravy from then on."
"My boot camp sergeant shit better gravy than this," Chris said.
"Let's face it," I said. "Until we start making bigger advances - a lot bigger advances - we're going to have to labor in the trenches of television land."
"That's the other thing," Chris said. "Nobody's called with another gig."
"Let's hit the phones again," I said. "See what kind of trouble we can stir up."
Chris grunted agreement and flipped open our new rolodex of Hollywood contacts. This was in the very early days of our career as freelance writers and the contact list was mighty slim. He plucked some cards out, divided them with me - and we hit the phones.
The first person I put a call into was Peter Thompson. You'll remember him as the charming rogue - now head of production at Universal Studios - who had given us our start, in return for grabbing a third of the story credit for our Quincy script, and two grand of the payout.
His offices were among the fanciest at the Black Tower and his secretary was suitably smart, cultured and beautiful. Even so, Peter was out. His secretary said she'd tell him we called. I could almost imagine her full lips speaking those words of empty promise in plummy, British upper class tones and felt my heart beat just a little faster. I hung up, figuring I'd been burned, but happy about it.
Before long, we'd made all the calls we could, then got to work on some freelance magazine assignments we'd scored through Chris' many contacts in that field. Wasn't enough to pay the bills, but it kept us busy doing something involving positive cash flow.
PAUSE SCENE FOR BUSINESS OF WRITING ASIDE
Being a writer really isn't different than any other small business. All the rules of business apply, including keeping regular hours, if you know what's good for you. And you'd best show up to work (even if it is a short stroll from the living room to your home office) washed, shaved and dressed to meet with the Suits, if any should call. For Hollywood writers like us, this meant jeans with only a few holes in them, fancy cowboy boots, and a clean shirt of some sort.
Chris and I adopted a 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. schedule, five days a week - weekends, holidays and birthdays off. Nonpaid overtime required when deadlines loomed. We couldn't offer our employees (ourselves) vacation pay or health benefits - although, we learned soon enough that if you reached a certain sales quota Writers Guild Insurance cuts in - a Tiffany policy if there ever was one. Besides the usual, it also offered generous payment on all forms of psychological and substance abuse treatment - pretty much a necessity for writers in general and Hollywood writers in particular.
Over the years our production rate was pretty steady - about ten pages each a day. Which, if you are a writer yourself, you'll know is pretty respectable. That's finished pages, mind you. Everything Chris wrote, I rewrote from top to bottom and vice versa - blending our styles into a third bunchandcolecoleandbunch voice. (I've been writing these MisAdventures pretty much in that Voice, which some of you might have noticed.)
That was for books and articles. Screenplays were a whole different animal. For screenplays one of us sat at the keyboard - usually Chris, since he could type at a blinding speed - while the other paced, tossing out dialogue and descriptions. The important thing was the dialogue. Since it was spoken aloud, we could be pretty sure an actor could say them without going all mushy mouth or tripping over his/her tongue. Plus, you could hear for yourself if the dialogue tracked.
Must have worked, because we became known for our dialogue chops.
RESUME SCENE
The phone did not ring that morning. Or, during lunch. Or, in the several hours that followed lunch. Things were feeling bleak out. And then - Ta-Da:
The son of a bitch rang.
"Finally," Chris said. But he hesitated to pick up. "You go," he said. "I'm not feeling very lucky today."
I picked up and a familiar voice said, "Hey, boys. What're you up to?"
It was Jeff Freilich, whom we'd met when he and his partner - Chris Trumbo - were story editors at Quincy. They'd since left and we hadn't known where'd they'd landed.
I gave Chris a thumbs up and he grabbed the phone while I admitted, "We're doing shit, Jeff. A couple of magazine pieces, but that's it."
Jeff said, "Well, maybe we've got something for you. Me and Chris (Trumbo) are over on the new Kate Columbo show. We're already way behind and under the gun. Can you guys come in and see us?"
"Far fucking out," Chris said.
I said, "When?"
Freilich said, "How about right now?"
Boy, was that agreeable to us. Hung up. Splashed our faces and headed out over the hill to the land of silk and money. (Not forgetting the smog.)
We found our boys on the far reaches of the Universal Lot in a trailer village where the studio housed the rowdy writer community. The trailers, mostly doublewides, were lined up along the cemented in LA River - just across from the Bob Hope Golf Course. Later, Chris and I would share many a MisAdventure on those cement-covered banks, which I'll tell you about down the road.
We hesitated before the trailer door - was this the place. Then we saw a hand-scrawled sign that read: Kate Columbo.
I knocked. A petite redhead in a Wow! sundress answered, flashed a starlet-quality smile when we gave our names, then ushered us into the offices of Freilich and Trumbo. The guys were eased back behind their desks, and as we entered they toasted us with bottles of beer.
The redhead said, "Let me guess. Two more for you guys. And two for Bunch and Cole, am I right?"
We all agreed that this would be a genuine act of mercy on her part - it being the dead of summer and all. And we watched with pleasure as she ankled out of the office, hips twitching under the sundress.
Chris said, "Can she type?"
Freilich laughed. "Boy, can she."
Trumbo, always the more serious and socially conscious of the two, said, "She's also probably smarter than all of us put together. Former legal secretary. Was going to law school, but had to drop out." He shrugged. "Some kind of family thing."
We got our beers, then settled in to learn about the show. Kate Columbo, they told us, was a spinoff from the popular Columbo series, starring Peter Falk. (http://tinyurl.com/2aeg3r) The new show would feature the never seen wife of Lt. Columbo. She would be a reporter for a small newspaper who ends up involved in all sorts of exciting mysteries.
"Sounds like a shitty idea," Chris said diplomatically.
"We've got Kate Mulgrew to play Mrs. Columbo," Jeff said. "And you can't get much better than that." (Ms Mulgrew, who would win a Golden Globe for playing Mrs. Columbo, would go on to stake out a remarkable career and would achieve everlasting Trekkie fame playing Capt. Kathryn Janeway on Star Trek: Voyager. http://tinyurl.com/yuuebz)
"The problem is not just the lousy premise," Trumbo put in, "but the guys running the show are complete hacks." Trumbo tended to see things as they truly are, and obviously agreed with Chris.
Jeff looked over at me. He said, "With your newspaper background, we thought maybe you could help us out here. Rise above the fray, so to speak."
I nodded. While they were all talking, I'd thought of an idea. I'd only quit my newspaper job a month or so before and that world was still fresh to me.
I said, "How about a real locked door mystery? A trendy couple - who own a nightclub - are found murdered in their mansion. The whole place is like a fortress. Alarms, iron gates, barred windows. The whole thing. And there they are on the kitchen floor, both shot twice in the head with a .22. Obviously a pro hit. Not just a tap - but a double tap."
"Shit," Jeff said, a little stunned.
My partner gave me a grin - knew you could do it, Cole.
Trumbo said, "Did this really happen?"
I said it had. The murders occurred back when I was City Editor of the Outlook in Santa Monica. My reporters covered the whole thing. Just before I left the paper, some of the suspects were coming to trial."
"But, these aren't the murder suspects," I said. "Nobody knows who pulled the actual trigger. A pro probably flew into LA. Did the hit. Flew out."
"So, the guys on trial are the ones who ordered the hit?" Trumbo guessed.
I nodded. "Yeah, the whole thing tracks back to a bunch of illegal gambling clubs here in the Valley. The nightclub owners had a whole Casino-type thing going on above the club. Then got into a turf war with some other types."
Jeff laughed. "Shit, go write it," he said. "And on your way out, tell our favorite redhead to call your agent."
We did. And she did. And by the following morning we were working on the script.
And hot damn, just before lunch, the phone rang again. This time it was our agent, calling to set up an appointment for a new series starring the fabulous James Earl Jones.
"Fuckin' A," Chris said. "I'd pay them to write for Mr. Jones."
And it was over the hill again, but this time to a different address. A nice little white bungalow, set among whole neighborhoods of similar bungalows from Hollywood's days of yore. A scene right out of Nathaniel West's Day Of The Locust. Complete with garden forecourts and blooming bougainvillea. But instead of citizens, production company spillovers from the Studios ended up there. Also, there's a whole section where most of the XXX-rated movie industry is housed.
There, we sold yet another newspaper-themed story - also based on fact. This one was about an investigative reporter who uncovers a very nasty - and dangerous - conspiracy. It takes all of the James Earl Jones character's considererable skills to keep him alive, and bust the bad guys. (Interestingly enough the showrunner for Paris was an as yet unknown producer, Steve Bochco (http://tinyurl.com/2h2anz) who went on to create hit shows like Hillstreet Blues, NYPD Blues, etc.)
Next day.
Now, we're juggling two scripts: Mrs. Columbo and Paris. And guess what?
The phone rang.
Picked up to hear that sexy British voice say, "Hello, Allan. I have Peter on the phone."
Yep. Good old Peter Thompson was actually calling back.
When he got on, he said, "Allan! I understand you boys are doing great things. Great things."
I said we'd both quit our jobs and were working full time as freelance writers. Peter made nice noises about that - I told you he was charming, didn't I?
Then he said, "Allan, it happens that my old mate Bruce Lansbury has taken over the duties of executive producer at Buck Rogers." I asked if Bruce was related to Angela Lansbury. "Her brother, dear boy. Her brother."
Then he went on to tell us that the new show - Buck Rogers In The 25th Century (http://tinyurl.com/kw88h ) - was yet another Glen Larson creation.
"When Bruce called me about needing some writers," Peter said, "I immediately thought of you two. I'd just learned, you see, that you and Chris sold a science fiction novel series. Is that true?"
I pleaded guilty.
"Well, in that case, you could be big help to me, dear boy," Peter said. "It's science fiction expertise, that Bruce wants. Give him a jingle and go in and see him, would you? As a favor to me. Hmm?"
Naturally, I said we would. Got off the phone, filled Chris in. Called and made an appointment with Lansbury. Then we pushed everything else aside and start working on Buck Rogers stories. When the head of production of Universal Studios calls and says he wants a favor, you do your damndest to comply.
The stories took a couple of days. We didn't neglect the Mrs. Columbo and Paris scripts, but we skipped lunches and worked late to get it all done. Finally, we had several stories ready, with one we thought would be a sure thing. (A genius idea from my genius partner.) To be on the safe side, we called our new producer/mentor Al Godfrey and set up a practice pitch session.
We ran down our pitches - leading with our best story. The sure fire one. When we were done, Al correctly identified the one we thought was a sale.
"Pitch that to Bruce last," he advised us.
"What the fuck for?" Chris asked for both of us.
"Because nobody ever really listens to the first pitch," Godfrey said. "You've got your mind on other things - hangovers; am I going to get laid tonight; is my wife/girlfriend wise to me. That kind of thing.
"So you'll reject the first pitch right off, because you're too embarrassed to admit your mind was wandering. You'll also more than likely toss the second pitch on general principles. Show that you were really paying attention all the fuck along.
Then, for the next pitch - and you're never going to get more than three shots, boys - the guy gets serious. I mean, shit he really needs to buy something or he would have had his girl call and cancel the fucking meeting because his hangover is so bad."
"But what if it doesn't work that way?" I asked. "What if he buys one of the others? Do we then say, "Wait a minute; we've got a better one?"
Godfrey gave that weary sigh he had, when addressing rookies. "Not only no, but fuck no," he advised. "If you do that, you'll get no sale at all. He'll change his mind about the one you just sold, then shoot down the other story because right about now his hangover has caught up with him and he's starting to hate your fucking guts."
I don't think Bruce was hungover when we met with him. (Although we'd learn later that he did enjoy his dry martinis. Lansbury's recipe: Two shots of gin in a shaker of ice. Whisper vermouth over it. Shake it up and pour into a chilled cocktail glass.) Bruce was warm and friendly, putting us quickly at ease. (Later, when we met his sister, we'd learn firsthand that niceness runs in the family.)
We pitched the first story, and although he was gentle about rejecting it, I could see that his mind really wasn't on the pitch. Just like Godfrey had predicted. The second was also a no go.
After rejecting it, for reasons I can't recall... just as I can't recall the story... he leaned forward, elbows on the desk, a frown of concentration on his face.
"What else do you have?" he wanted to know.
I gave Chris the high sign. Go, boy, go.
Chris said, matter-of-factly, "Oh, we want to clone Buck Rogers three times and put him in aerial combat against himself." A slight pause, then - "We call it Buck Times Three."
"Bloody hell," blurted Lansbury - momentarily losing his British cool.
Then he said the four magic words: "Who's your agent, boys?"
On the way home, Chris said, "Talk about fucking Fat City. We're working on three scripts at one time. Man, my landlord is gonna love me."
We got right down to it, churning out Kate Columbo and Paris, then jumping on the Buck Rogers episode. As it turned out, everybody was so impressed with the story, that it underwent a major change, including the title. "Buck Times Three" became, "Ardala Returns."
The character of Ardala was played by Pamela Hensley, (http://tinyurl.com/3knj5mj) as talented as she was beautiful. She'd co-starred in the pilot episode and was lured back to do our episode with promises of lots of money and a great script.
The idea of the story was that Ardala, who always had a sweet spot for the handsome Buck (played by Gil Gerard - http://tinyurl.com/2upy3mn) planned to capture Rogers, then clone him and create an invincible armada of fighter pilots. She'd also have an endless supply of willing lovers in Rogers' clones.
We decided on an amusing trap - a mysterious antique ship, seemingly shot forward in time - just like the Rogers character. It was a ghost ship, the only cargo, a treasure-trove of 20th Century junk food. Rogers, slavering at the sight of all those burgers and fries and Twinkies, can't help but visit the craft. And wham! The trap would slam down and Ardala would have him in her clutches.
Lansbury called us into his office for our second draft notes. As we sat down, both of realized that he did not appear to be a supremely happy man. My stomach did flip flops, thinking that maybe our script had fallen from favor and was doomed. That we'd be thrown out and told never to darken Mr. Lansbury's door again. And then maybe he'd call some other guys - like Peter Thompson - and tell them never to hire two guys named Bunch and Cole.
Bruce said, "Lads, I fear I am the bearer of ill tidings."
Chris and I nodded. I also gulped - Chris probably did the same.
Lansbury slid a small glossy magazine across his desk. It was TV Guide. We looked at the cover and saw a picture of Gil Gerard, dressed up in his tight-fitting Buck Rogers costume.
We puzzled at it. "OKaaayyyyy?" I said.
"It you look to the article inside," Lansbury went on, "you'll see that the essayist - a writer known for his insensitivity - said our Gil looked like an overstuffed sausage in his costume."
Chris and I both examined the cover again. We sort of agreed with the writer's description, although we didn't say so. (To show you that it really was a problem in the making, Gerard underwent gastric bypass surgery not long ago.)
I looked at Bruce. "What does that have to do with our script?"
Lansbury sighed, saying: "The word has come down from Gil. We are to never mention food on the show for the duration of the series. As for your script, obviously you'll have to come up with something other than the junk food trap. And Gil said to lose all the food jokes."
Chris and I were relieved. Screw a bunch of food jokes. "So, we still have a job?" I asked Bruce.
"Absolutely, he said. "You've turned in a marvelous script - food references and all. In fact, boys, when you are done with this one, I'd like to have you do another."
The next one was called, "Space Rockers."
And with those three back to back to back sales, our careers were launched.
* * *
FIASCO: fi-as-co (pl) fi-as-coes
Definition of FIASCO:
1. Glen Larson
2. Galactica 1980
3. ABC (See: Anything But Class Network)
4. Susan Futterman (See: Censor, Dimbulb, Bluenose Twit)
5. MCA/Universal Studios.
Origin: Low French - A fucking fuck up of the first fucking order.
First Known Use: Circa 1980 - Chris Bunch to Allan Cole: "This show is a fiasco, Cole. A fucking fuck up of the first fucking order.
*****
NOTE FROM ALLAN:
I was going to regale you next with tales of our adventures writing for "The Incredible Hulk." After all, out first sale to that show is more or less next in historical order. Then I received a fascinating email from a longtime reader that brought that plan to a halt.
His email informed me that some doofus-brain had launched a "Galactica 1980" comic book series. I thought, surely you must be joking - and a sick joke at that. but he included a link proving it. (Don't bother looking it up. You'll give your Browser warts.)
In my view "Galactica 1980" was easily the second worst prime time show in television history.
What was the first?
To misquote our former producer guru Al Godfrey: "When you see something really bad, always remember there's something much worse right around the corner."
Truer words, and so forth.
Anyway, the G-1980 comix project brought back all kinds of hideous and gideous memories from those days, so forgive me for going out of order. Never fear, Hulk fans, I promise many chapters on that happy subject later.
But first…Wait for it…Cue the drum…
FADE IN: GALACTICA 1980
Freilich was on the phone. I heard him say, "Well, what did you think of the Battlestar Galactica movie, guys?"
Diplomacy was required here, so I said, "Lorne Greene was good. But, then he's always good."
Sounding a little exasperated, Freilich said, "That's it? Nothing else, except you liked Lorne Greene?"
Grudgingly, I said, "The rest of the cast wasn't bad, either."
Over at his desk, Chris lost patience. "Jeff," he said, "let's fucking face it. They had good reason to cancel the son of a bitch. The special effects were shit. The directing was shit. The script was shit. The whole thing is a fucking bad rip-off of Star Wars, including the design of the cheesy fighters."
After a pause, Jeff displayed a rare flash of humor. "Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln," he said, "how did you enjoy the play?"
We all laughed over that, then things calmed down and Jeff said, "Seriously, guys, I could use some help. I know you sold a big science fiction series (Sten), and that will go over well with Glen Larson if I show him I'm connected to the science fiction community."
Chris rolled his eyes at me. One sale does not a science fiction community member make. But, why tell Freilich that?
I said, "Well, we saw the movie version like you asked. It was just down the street from us on 20th and Wilshire. Popcorn was pretty good. And the air conditioning worked. Beyond that, we can't see where Glen can go with the premise. When we left off, and the show was cancelled,- Lorne Greene and his hardy band of heroes were looking for the mythical Earth, with some evil Nylons, or Zylons, or Cylons, or some shit, chasing them."
"Cylons," Freilich corrected.
"Whatever they're fucking called," Chris said, "the sucker who designed them ought to be hanged by his balls from the theater marquee."
Freilich said, "They had budget problems in Battlestar. That definitely won't be the case with the new series."
I said, "I know Larson is a genius at picking the pockets of the Networks, but how'd he manage to get a bigger budget for the revival of a failed show?"
Freilich said, "He didn't want to do the show. Honestly. He was totally opposed. But they've got some new faces at ABC and they think Battlestar was mishandled. Plus, there was a huge write in campaign by fans of the old series."
Chris groaned. "A write in campaign? To save the piece of shit we just saw? God, people are stupid."
Jeff ignored this and rattled on. "Get this, guys. The Network is guaranteeing Glen a minimum one million dollars per episode, with room to jump that up for special episodes."
Chris whistled. "One million? No shit?"
At the time, this made Galactica 1980 the most expensive series in television history. But, hang on, folks. It gets worse. And even more expensive.
I said, "Yeah, but that doesn't answer my question, Jeff. What's the show about? Are they still looking for Earth? Are the Cylons still after them?"
"Wait'll you hear this," Jeff said, bursting with enthusiasm. "In the very first episode of the new show, they FIND Earth. And it's Earth in 1980! Just like now!"
There was silence on our end.
Jeff rushed on. "And, get this, the Cylons are right behind them. So, the first thing Adama (that was Lorne's character) has to do is to keep the secret of Earth safe. Or the Cylons will destroy us, because they hate humans so much. And the second thing, is that Adama can't let people on Earth know of the existence of a superior group of humans, with incredible scientific advances, or it will cause a panic."
The long silence continued.
Jeff nervously said, "Guys? Guys? Are you there?"
Chris could hold it in no longer. "That's the stupidest fucking idea I ever heard in my fucking life," he said.
I added, "Basically, science fiction is a search for wonder. And if you are searching for wonder, and find a place exactly like the one you left, then why watch the damn thing in the first place?"
Jeff dug in his heels. But, when I think back on it now, what choice did he have? He'd already signed onto the gig. And if he didn't convince himself that Galactica 1980 was the best thing that happened since the Federal Government lifted the ban on sliced bread after the end of World War Two, he'd go shrieking and gibbering into the night.
He said, "Look, guys, think about it. Work some stories out. All my friends are coming in to help out and I know I can count on you two."
Chris and I looked at each other. He had us there.
But before we could say, "Okay, Jeff," he said, "Also, I might even have some staff jobs for you. We're looking for story editors."
Dead silence on our end.
Jeff said, "Guys? Guys? Are you there?"
I suppressed a long sigh. Chris and I definitely DID NOT WANT a staff job. And I said, nicely as I could, "Sure, Jeff. You can count on us."
We hung up. Not a word was exchanged. Chris just got to his feet, went into the kitchen and made us a couple of stiff ones. Came back. Put one on my desk. Went to his desk. We both sucked on our drinks for a few minutes in dead silence.
Finally, Chris said, "He's a fucking EatAnter, you know that?"
I just stared at him. What the hell was he talking about?
"Only EatAnter I know of," I said, "is the critter in the BC comic strip."
Chris nodded. "Yeah, that whiny little son of a bitch. Jeff sounds just like him. Or, at least how I imagine he talks,"
I laughed. Now that he mentioned it, Freilich did sound like the EatAnter. He was also a very picky person who could drive you nuts with points so small, you lost track of what the hell you were talking about.
"It's like being nit-picked to death," Chris said. "He doesn't listen. He just fucking, picks, picks, picks. Whining about it all the time."
Well, there was nothing to do but find out more about what the fuck was going on with Galactica 1980, and who better to check in with than our producer/mentor Al Godfrey. Gave him a call, then drove over the hill to buy him a steak sandwich and fired onion rings, with lots of hot barbecue sauce to dip them in, at Morton's - a favorite industry lunch spot in those days when everybody thought cholesterol was some kind of mouth wash.
We talked about things other than business, during lunch. Godfrey was one of the "Geller Boys," after Bruce Geller the legendary producer best remembered today for creating "Mission Impossible." (http://tinyurl.com/268hyn)
Geller's career was tragically cut short in a light plane crash in the Santa Monica Mountains. Every year Godfrey, and the other writers and directors and producers from "Mission," got together for a Bruce Geller Memorial Lunch.
Why lunch? Well, because all those years ago Geller had famously decreed that "Lunch Is Important," forbade all shop talk when he ate with his crew, and made the whole experience like a family hour, except this would have been a family whose language would make a bosun blush.
Then, over a couple of scotches for us, and a vodka-tonic with a lime twist for Godfrey, we ran down our conversation with Jeff (The EatAnter) Freilich.
Godfrey laughed. "Jeff wasn't shitting you about calling all his buds," he said. "He's got his ex-partner Chris Trumbo on the hook, E. Nick Alexander… the whole Quincy gang… and on and on… Shit, he even called me."
A modicum of gaping ensued. "And you told him to fuck off, right?" Chris said.
Godfrey looked pained. "Now why would I do that?" he said. "It's fast money. And since every time I blink some ex-wife has got her hands on my wallet, I'm sure as hell not turning up my fucking nose at a little fast money."
Al was many things - most of them good. A loyal friend, a talented producer, a helluva story man and so on and so forth. But, he had one fatal flaw.
As Chris once put it, "Godfrey will try to fuck anything in a skirt. And if she holds out for two dates, he'll marry the broad just to get into her pants. Then, he'll keep on fucking around until the lady righteously divorces his ass and then takes anything she can lay hands on that the other wives didn't get."
We all studied our drinks a minute, then I couldn't help but ask, "The show sounds like a piece of shit, Al. Sure you want your name on it?"
Godfrey gave me a withering look. "Haven't I fucking taught you big lugs anything," he said. "Nobody sees the writer's name on the credit roll. When the son of a bitch goes into the tank, the Network will blame Glen Larson, not some poor schmuck of a writer.
"And they won't blame him too hard, because he's got so many shows on the air and he is into them for the tune of a couple of hundred million of dollars. So, it may look like shit, and taste like shit, but they've got no choice but to eat it up and say, 'Yum, yum. Pass the mustard.'"
So, you don't think it's going to last long?" I said.
Godfrey chuckled. "Didn't Jeff tell you the time slot?"
We shook our heads. Dumb bunnies, us. We'd forgotten to ask.
"Seven o'clock, Sunday night, that's when," Godfrey said.
It registered immediately.
"Opposite fucking 60 Minutes?" Chris said. "They'll get steamrolled."
Godfrey nodded. "You got it. Cancellation City, here we come."
"That's fucking show-icide," I said, aghast. "And after all those people wrote in. They're going to be pissed."
Godfrey said, "If Jeff told you that's why they were putting it on the air, he was pulling your fucking leg. ABC doesn't give a shit if people write in. No Network does. This is the fucking National Broadcast Business, boys. And they only things they care about are the advertisers and the fucking FCC."
We were both puzzled. What's the Federal Communications Commission got to do with it?
Godfrey saw our looks and snorted. "The FCC controls the licenses that authorizes the Networks to broadcast. No license. No right to pollute the public airways."
"And this has what to do with Galactica 1980?" I asked.
"Everything to do with it," Godfrey said. "And everything to do with the seven o'clock time period. See, Congress wants us to think they give a shit about what the kiddies watch. That's one of the main ways they keep getting elected and ripping us off. Family values, blah, blah, blah.
"So seven o'clock has been declared the public interest hour. You can broadcast news and information, like 60 Minutes. Or, programs that - and I quote - enrich the television experience for the nation's children."
Chris and I didn't know what to say. So we ordered another round of drinks. After they had arrived and we'd lit new smokes, Godfrey said, "Now, the real politics cuts in when you think about which network in particular is putting Galactica 1980 on."
"ABC," Chris said.
"Yeah, ABC," Godfrey said. "The network that puts more jiggling tits and ass on the air than the rubes got to see on the old burlesque circuit."
I got it. "So, they have to show they are good guys at heart," I said. "We'll give you a million bucks an hour kiddie show, if you let us keep letting us flash all the skin we want."
"Shit," Chris said, getting it too.
"ABC has been getting so much grief from the Feds," Godfrey said, "that they even put a Program Practices Vice President on the Board Of Directors. Show the FCC how serious they were."
Chris and I were horrified. Program Practices meant a censor. A dirty word in any artist's vocabulary.
"Fuck me," Chris said.
Godfrey raised an admonitory finger. "Yeah, but not on Galactica 1980."
Then he said, "Remember this name, boys. And remember it well. Because she will be the one who holds your destiny in her lily-white hands: Susan Futterman."
Oh, yeah!
* * *
FADE IN:
EXT - AERIAL - DAY - THE TURBOCYCLES
Hurtling through the sky. Troy and Dillon aboard.
DILLON
Two more hours to the turboshowers and bed.
TROY
First I'm going to devour a five kilo soyastreak. Then --
His languatron beeps. Troy reacts.
TROY (Cont.)
We've enter a radar blanket… On the ground… Fast!
THE TURBOCYLES
Swoop down toward a highway.
EXT. HIGHWAY - DAY
The turbocycles… hauling along a deserted highway. The round the curve and see…
U.S. ARMY CONVOY
Several two and a half ton trucks.
THE TURBOCYCLES
Move out to pass.
THE BACKS OF THE TRUCKS
Filled with a detachment of Rangers. Camouflage fatigues. Black berets. Armed… Near full battle gear… including M16's. One Ranger grins at them and waves. Dillon waves back.
ON THE TUBOCYCLES
DILLON
Why do you think there are so many soldiers around here? Is someone expecting a war?
TROY
Maybe there's a connection between the soldiers and that radar beam. Whatever the reason I'm sure it doesn't concern us. Jamie said she'd meet us in town.,
(Opening of GL-80 Episode: Earthquake by Bunch & Cole.)
***
If you are a couple of freelance scriptwriters working out of Santa Monica, and you have a pitch meeting on Galactica 1980 with its Showrunner, Jeff (The EatAnter) Freilich, at Universal Studios here's what you do:
1. Grimace and groan and curse because the @#$%@ show has such a stupid premise that you have been stumped for days, and haven't a scrap of an idea to present when you get there.
2. Grab a pop of single malt to feed the little gray brain cells, then lie to your partner that two geniuses like yourselves will surely come up with something on the way to the meet.
3. Spritz mouth with Famous Producer's Breath Spray to neutralize the odor of single malt.
4. Douche eyes with Famous Producer's Eye Wash to get the red out from a night of tossing and turning, thinking up ideas that shriveled up and died at dawn's early light.
5. Hit the Santa Monica Freeway (the Ten) and take it East to the 405. Force yourself into the traffic going North to the 101 (Ventura Freeway) East/South. Taking care to follow the signs that say to Los Angeles, or you will be royally fucked and off to Oxnard or maybe Santa Barbara and if you really screw up, San Francisco.
6. But, just before you reach the above mentioned Venture Freeway East/South, I double damn guarantee you that some semi full of oranges, or chickens, or maybe even avocados, will go upside down somewhere ahead of you and you will be stuck, fuming and cursing, along with umpity million other stranded drivers all headed Nowhere at No Speed whatsoever.
Behind us, somebody relieved his frustrations by laying on his horn. Chris relieved his by flipping him the middle finger salute in the rear view mirror.
I said, "The bad news is that we're going to be late. But, that's also the good news because I don't have the foggiest idea what we're going to pitch."
Chris grunted, then said, "Maybe the Gods Of Bullshit Premises are smiling on us. Maybe they whipped up all that freeway guacamole the KFWB Eye In The Sky twit is going on about - big joke, ha, ha - just to delay us long enough to finally think of something."
I nodded. I'm as ready as the next guy to see the glass half full if that's what his partner wants.
I said, "Let's go over them again."
And so we did.
One by feeble story idea by one.
Inching ahead toward the Venture Freeway, ignoring the horn-happy son of a bitch behind us as well as we could.
PAUSE FOR A TEENSY BIT OF BACKSTORY
The big problem was that Galactica 1980 was a stupid idea spun off from a show - Battlestar Galactica - that had been Cancelled With Cause only last season. (Neither Galactica mentioned here should be confused with the excellent remake done a couple of years ago starring the brilliant James Olmos, among others.)
In the first incarnation, the remnants of the Human Race fled across time and space with some very nasty guys (Cylons) on their heels. Their goal: to find Earth, the mythical birthplace of humanity. It starred the supremely talented Lorne Greene as Adama, the Colonial Leader, as well as several other damned good actors and actresses.
What killed it? The super lousy management of the creator, Glen (The Rip Off Artist) Larson, who also wrote most of the awful scripts that no actor or director - no matter how talented - can turn into a higher element than Leaden on The Periodic Table Of Words.
The second incarnation - Galactica 1980 - kept Lorne Greene as the lead. But this time around, the good guys have… Ta Da - Found Earth. But - and here's the twist, folks - it's not any old Earth. But "Present Day" Earth. See, Adama and his noble band of heroes punch through time and go back to 1980, way, way before humankind abandoned Earth for the Stars. (Trivia: 1980 A.D. was 7378 on the Galactica Colonial Calendar.)
There are many reasons that this idea sucks, some of which can be found in the previous episode, and others that will become clear over the next several MisAdventures.
What's worse, Glen Larson was still the man at the helm. Worse still, the show was scheduled by ABC (The Anything But Class Network) during the Sunday night "Children's Hour" - in the 7 p.m. slot opposite the Serial Competition Killer: 60 Minutes. Even worse, since it was the Children's Hour, Galactica 1980 would have its very own censor overseeing production - one Susan Futterman, sworn to uphold the purity of America's tots.
But at that moment, Chris and I thought the only problems we had was a traffic jam and a totally empty Story Bucket.
As Chris was wont to put it: "Ignorance is a mother fucker."
RESUME TRAFFIC JAM
So, we were going over our list of (ha) possibilities, ditching them one by one as we went. Then Chris scratched his head and said: "Didn't Jeff say they had some kind of human bad guy? A Colonial who turns traitor, or some such?"
I nodded, glanced at my notes, then said, "Commander Xavier. Kind of a fallen angel sort who wants to expose Earth's inhabitants to Galactica's superior technology. Deliberately shake things the hell up."
Chris muttered, "Shake things up. Hmm. Shake things up."
The guy behind us did his horn number yet one more time and Chris automatically gave him the finger flip, but his heart wasn't in it. He was too busy thinking.
Then he said, "What if this Xavier cat wants attention so badly that he deliberately triggers a Big Mother Earthquake?"
I said, "Is that possible?"
Chris said, "Who gives a fuck. It's Science Fiction ABC style. That makes it possible."
Starting to get a glimmer, I offered - "So, he gets this earthquake machine - or whatever - going. But, then… well, damn, what if the whole thing spirals out of control and instead of just a little scare-the-shit-out-of-you earthquake, he gets one that sets off the whole damned San Andreas fault?"
"Fucking California might fall into the sea," Chris said, getting enthused.
"Arizona and Nevada become beachfront states," I added.
"But, Lorne Greene and his guys ride to the rescue," Chris said. "Bonanza in space." And he made bump/ bump/bump/bump Bonanza theme music noises.
Just then the traffic cleared and we were on our way again. Took the Ventura East/South turnoff and headed for the Lankershim Boulevard exit where the Black Tower loomed over the entrance to MCA Universal Studios.
By the time Scotty cleared us through the gate and we got parked, we had the rest of the story worked out, with a nice little Earthbound subplot, involving a young geology professor who is on the outs with his colleagues because of his radical ideas for earthquake detection. I'd recently read a Scientific American article about how the Chinese were touting ancient quake prediction methods that relied on nature. Barking dogs. Chickens going to roost in the middle of the day. Dropping water levels in wells. That sort of thing.
And then by the time we got to Freilich's building, we'd added a Children's Hour angle, that made the professor a widower with a teeny-bop daughter.
As we stepped out of elevator onto the third floor, we heard a delighted female voice say, "Bunch and Cole!"
Nice voice. Just ahead, outside Freilich's office, we saw the source.
Nice source.
It was the red-headed beauty we'd first met when Jeff was on Mrs. Columbo. Still just as sexy. Still just as smart. And she had a smile guaranteed to put a spring in any man's step.
She said, "You're a little late, boys. But, not to worry. I heard about the Guacamole Traffic Jam on the 405 and alerted Jeff. I'll ring him and you can go right on in."
As we started for the door and she added, "No beer this time around, guys. Jeff's with Frank, and he's pretty much of a teetotaler."
"Who's Frank?" I asked.
"Frank Lupo," she replied. (http://tinyurl.com/y9tt5lu) "He's Jeff's co-producer. Glen Larson's man."
At our frowns, she hastened to add, "Don't worry. He's not a spy. Seems like a nice guy and his girl (meaning Frank's secretary) says he's a good boss. He just doesn't drink, that's all."
In the office, we found Jeff smiling behind his desk and Frank Lupo sitting in a chair pulled up next to Jeff's. He was Italian stocky and young - shit, maybe 25. Which is really damned young for a TV Show Runner. He had a great cynical smile, and a I'm-in-on-the-joke glint in his eyes and when he rose to shake our hands, we spoke with a gravelly voice right off the streets of Brooklyn.
"Glad to meet'cha," he said, sounding like he meant it.
(Down the road we'd learn Frank's fascinating Cab Driver To Hollywood Producer/Writer story, work for him on everything from The A-Team, to Hunter, to Werewolf to Walker, Texas Ranger. Our very best experiences were working with Frank - the exception being Galactica 1980, and that wasn't his fault. I consider him a friend to this day.)
After a couple of friendly preliminaries, we got down to the pitch. We had to ignore Al Godfrey's dictum that you should always pitch your best story last. Problem being, we had only one story. That Earthquake sucker we'd figured out in the middle of the traffic jam.
And son of a gun, it went down like bacon through a goose. In short, Jeff and Frank enthusiastically bought into our con… uh, No, I mean our most excellent story premise.
But before we were told to go thou and write, Jeff dropped the bomb. He asked if we wanted to be story editors on the show.
Chris said, “Do we still get the sale if we pass?”
Jeff said, “Sure. No problem, boys.”
Chris looked at me, I looked at him - both of us remembering the shit we had shoveled to come up with even one story.
I said, “Thanks, Jeff. But I think we’ll pass.”
It was my job in those days to announce the bad news to the boss class. Jeff argued a little, but I told him very firmly that we were writing the first of a new series of science fiction novels - Sten - and besides, we were making a ton of money free lancing. Who needed a regular staff job? Jeff seemed to take our turndown well, and we left feeling pretty good about things. Frank appeared to be amused by the incident, and I think it was then that we really started to stand out in his mind.
DISSOLVE TO:
It was the next day and we were working merrily away. We'd moved our setup into the living room of my Santa Monica apartment, because it was such a hot day. All the windows and the patio doors were open, trying to catch whatever faint breeze that might be coming off the Pacific - about 15 blocks away.
We were finishing up a story about a bank robbery for some show whose name I've forgotten. Clearing the decks so we could tackle the monster that was the Galactica 1980 story.
I said, "Okay, so when we go into the bank, we've got seven minutes tops, so we go in guns blasting. Shoot the shit of out the ceiling, scream Everybody Down On The Floor."
Chris said, "The bank guard is a stupid old shit - thinks the money's his - and goes for his gun so we blow him away."
I shook my head and said, "No, no. Give him a whap across the chops with your gun stock. We don't want any fucking murder raps."
We argued the point a minute, Chris wanting some blood. Me saying one of the bad guys has to be redeemable, so he can't kill anybody.
Then, just as we were getting back to the blowing the vault business, there came a knock at the door. Shit! Talk about Scriptus Interruptus.
I answered, and it was my landlady - Terry. I started to think that maybe something was wrong - maybe she lost the rent check - but Terry was chortling about something, so I invited her in to see what was so funny.
She said, "You owe me, Allan. I just saved you from the Santa Monica police kicking in your door."
Chris and I goggled at her. What the hell?
Terry pointed to the apartment building next door. It was identical to ours. Shaded balcony. Open windows and patio doors to catch the puny sea breeze. And in that neighborhood the lots went for such a premium that they were very narrow. The balcony across from my place couldn't have been more than thirty feet away.
"That's Mrs. Grady's apartment," Terry said. "She's a gentle old soul of 75 and you boys have scared the Geritol out of her."
We still didn't get it.
"What happened?" I asked.
"Well, Mrs. Grady just called me," Terry replied. "She said did I know that I have rented an apartment to a gang of bank robbers? She said she could hear them plotting their next job right this minute. And she was going to call the police, but she thought out of courtesy she should alert me first."
Chris and I erupted into howls of laughter. Pointing at the script page rolled into the typewriter. And the other script pages scattered across the table.
"It's for a television show," I managed to get out.
Terry joined us in the laughter. "I know, I know," she said "That's what I told her… But… but… she didn't believe me at first… She insisted that she should call the police right this very minute…Finally… I convinced here you were just a pair of goofy Hollywood writers."
And the three of us laughed and laughed until our sides were hurting and we could laugh no more.
Joke over, I saw Terry out and turned back to Chris.
Chris said, "Fuck me, did we just dodge a bullet!"
"Don't I know it," I said. "Santa Monica cops have a hair trigger. They'd have booted in the door and commenced firing. Bang! Halt! Bang! Halt! - Like that."
Still laughing and feeling really lucky, I headed for the kitchen to build a couple of drinks.
But just then the phone rang.
I answered. Listened to what is being said. Face falling as I realize that we'd used up all our luck with Terry's intervention.
I hung up and told Chris that I'd just spoken to Peter Thompson's office.
"We are requested and required," I said, "to show up at Peter's office tomorrow afternoon. And we're supposed to bring out agent with us."
“Jeff went and whined about us to Peter,” Chris surmised.
I thought so too.
DISSOLVE TO:
Bunch and Cole making their second visit to the dreaded Black Tower. But, this time we had our agent in tow, a sweetheart of a man named Larry Grossman.
Peter's office, if you recall, was on the very top floor. We checked in and after a small eternity, Peter’s exquisite executive assistant summoned us. Once again we found ourselves following her lovely, silk-clad posterior into Peter’s Office.
It was a marvelous office. As head of production at Universal, Peter commanded a space only a few places under the legendary Lew Wasserman and Sid Sheinberg and their phone-fisted Knights Of The Golden Box Office. There were so many floor-to-ceiling windows, you felt like you might fall off the face of the Earth.
Peter rose from his fabulous Prince Something Or Other Desk and favored us with his extra special smile of pure roughishness. Like the glint of a masked highwayman's teeth in the night.
“It’s good to see you again, dear boys,” he said.
Then, his smile transformed into a frown.
He said: “Now, what’s this bloody shit about you boys not coming on board at Galactica 1980?”
* * *
The Curse Of The Black Tower
As we crept from beneath the scary shadow of the Black Tower and headed for the Studio gates, Chris said, "We're fucked, Cole."
No disagreement here. But I said nothing until we had waved goodbye to Scotty, everyone's favorite gate guard, and Chris pointed the car toward the freeway and home.
As he negotiated his way onto the freeway, I said, "We're not just fucked once, partner mine - or even twice. We are fucked seven times over."
Chris' eyes cut to me, then back to the traffic. "How so?" he asked in a dread-laden voice.
I sighed. "While you were in the Head, Larry told me that was the standard deal Universal requires of its writers. Seven years. Renewable each year on Universal's option, not ours."
It is a testament to Chris' driving skills that he didn't lose it right there and pile into a big damned Shell Oil tanker truck that had jumped lanes in front of us.
"Well, we won't fucking sign it," Chris said.
"Do you really think we have a choice?" I asked.
Chris' brows furrowed. Thinking over what had just happened.
FLASHBACK - ONE HOUR BEFORE
Peter said: “Now what’s this bloody shit about you boys not coming on board at Galactica 1980?”
Our agent, a really, really nice guy, said, “I’m sure it’s just a little misunderstanding, Peter. Something we can clear up in no time.”
It was no misunderstanding. We thought the show sucked. Had only agreed to write an episode as a favor to Jeff (The EatAnter) Freilich. At the meeting he'd asked us if we wanted to join his staff as story editors, then claimed to take no offense after we refused as politely as we possibly could. Obviously, this was bullshit and he'd gone and whined to Peter that we were badly needed, but were bull-headedly ignoring his entreaties.
But we couldn't say any of that. And when Chris nearly slipped and opened his mouth, Larry shot him a warning look. Then he was all beatific smiles again, doing his best to charm Peter back into good humor. Our agent always reminded me a little of Private Doberman of Sgt. Bilko fame. Larry was a chubby little cherub with a lust for chocolate turtles and a passion for small carvings of elephants. His specialty was comedy. How he came to represent us is a whole story in itself, which I will tell down the road.
After the secretary had delivered the refreshments, Peter made with a sigh of great sorrow. Disappointment, even.
“My dear boys,” he said. “What have I done that you would treat me this way?”
Chris and I hastened to assure him that we were the best of pals, owed him our very lives and intended to name our grandchildren after him, if we ever had any.
“It’s not that we don’t want to work for the show,” I lied. On the face of it, Galactica 1980 was many levels below abysmal. “But we have a novel due. Soon it will be overdue. And, frankly, Peter, we’re making more money freelancing than you could ever pay us on staff.”
Peter snorted. “You have no idea,” he said, “what staff money is.”
In our partnership, it was my role to beard the beast, so I continued on with our well-planned (ha) defense. “We’re not trying to be difficult, Peter,” I said. “But we really like working on a smorgasbord of shows. We’re learning so much, jumping from one show to the other.
"It’s like the old days when magazines were king and writers served up short stories to dozens of different publications. It’s a real learning experience, Peter. Besides, we’re already agreed to write a script for Galactica… a really dynamite idea about earthquakes… and we’ll write as many more as Jeff and Frank (Lupo) want.”
Peter took my statement in. Nodding in gentle (was it agreement?) as I made point after point.
When I paused for breath, he said: “Are you quite finished, my dear boy?”
I admitted I was.
Peter inquired, “So, you’ll agree to write more than one episode for us on Galactica 1980?”
“As many as you like,” Chris put in. “We’re ready.”
“How kind of you,” Peter said, but he said it in a way that we knew he didn’t really think we were being kind one damn bit.
Shit.
This was not going well.
Peter said, “Allan. Chris. In the time I’ve come to know you two, I like think that I’ve become an uncle to you. A wise uncle.”
He gestured for agreement, or disagreement.
We did not disagree.
“Since we met during those first days at Quincy, I’ve also thought of myself as your mentor. I saw talent.” He paused and looked at both of us. Then at Larry. Then added, “Great talent. Rare talent.”
Our agent nodded vigorously. Larry wasn’t bullshitting, by the way. He really thought well of us. And was trying to bring us along in Larry’s very personal way. In later days we screwed up big time and traded Larry for some sweet-talking devils. It was the second worst mistake we ever made.
“I was the first producer to buy one of your scripts,” Peter said. More nods of agreement. (Actually our break came courtesy of Jack Klugman, star of Quincy M.E. But this was no time to quibble.) “And since then,” he continued, “I’ve done my best for you.”
He laid his hand across the phone positioned before him on the desk. “Many a time I’ve picked up this phone in your behalf, boys,” he said.
My mouth went dry. I knew what he was going to do next.
“And many times I spoke your names into the receiver…” He picked up the phone and whispered into it: “Bunch and Cole.”
Then he lowered the phone. Replaced it in its cradle.
“Now, my dear boys,” he went on, “it would be just as easy for me to..… well… ” He patted the phone… “Well, you know…. There are some who are my friends… and some who are….”
He let the rest slide. But we certainly got his point.
Larry said, “I’m sure the guys are eager to help you out on this, Peter.” He turned to us. His eyes saying it all: Blow this and you are dead. “Aren’t you, boys?”
“Damn straight,” Chris said.
“It was our intention all along,” I added.
"When would they start?" our agent asked.
Peter looked us over. First me. Then Chris. Making certain his victory was assured.
And he said, "Monday wouldn't be too soon."
RETURN TO CHRIS' MOMENT OF STARTLING REALIZATION
"I won't fucking do it," my partner said, maneuvering the car around the Shell Oil tanker. "I will not - Capital N-O-T, NOT - bend 'em and spread 'em for the likes of Peter Thompson and fucking Universal Studios."
"You're right," I said. "Fuck him. We'll tell Larry to have Peter stick his contract where the sun doesn't shine."
Later - after we'd had a couple of soothing Scotch and waters - we thought we'd best seek the advice of someone who didn't have a dog in the fight. Larry was on our side, of course. But, he also got ten percent of our action, so we weren't sure how unbiased his opinion would be.
We got Al Godfrey on the line and told him our sad story.
Godfrey said, "You do realize, don't you, that you guys have only been in the business for a few months and you are already being tapped as story editors on the most expensive show in TV history?"
"It's a shit show," Chris said.
"So what?" Godfrey said. "Shitty is the definition of television."
"Yeah, but this is really shitty, Al," I said. "We don't want our names associated with it."
Godfrey sighed a weary sigh. "Boys," he said, "do you really think anybody ever looks at the 'Written By' part of the End Roll? Shit, by that time they're taking a bathroom break, grabbing a snack, or onto the next lousy show."
"It's a total loser," Chris said. "It's gonna be cancelled."
"Everything's eventually cancelled," Godfrey said. "The good news is - then you can go home."
"What about the seven-year contract?" I asked.
There was a long silence from Godfrey.
"Al?" Chris pressed. "Al?"
Finally Godfrey said, "Better buy some KY, boys. You're fucked."
I said, "Is it really for seven years? That's like being indentured servants."
Godfrey said, "Your first contract period will probably be for ten weeks - maybe even twenty weeks."
"That's not so bad," Chris said. "We can handle a couple of months. The show will be kicked off the air, and they won't need us anymore."
Godfrey grunted. "Yeah, but that's not how it works. Cancelled or not, when that time is up it is Peter's choice on whether to pick up your deal for whatever is left of the first 52 weeks. If he does that, then you are on the hook for the full seven years. And you'll have to work on whatever show they want you on. Shit, they can even loan you out to another studio, if they so fucking desire."
"What if we refuse to sign the contract? I asked.
Godfrey said, "Right now Universal is just about the only game in town when it comes to television. If Peter blackballs you - and he will - then you've just lost over eighty percent of your freelance market."
"Shit and fall back in it," Chris said. "Guess we've got no choice."
Godfrey said, "Look on the bright side, boys. Think of it as an adventure."
Chris said. "Last time I had an adventure some little guys in black pajamas kept trying to kill my ass."
* * *
The young lady sitting before us had a starlet-grade smile, legs forever, and the rest of her was just - well… as Chris put it when she left: "If we hire her, Puni's gonna kill me." (Puni, an Air-India stew - was his girlfriend at the time.)
I scanned our prospect's resume. She did possess the requisite secretarial skills - or else she wouldn't have made the cut for Universal Studio's Secretarial Pool; ruled over, it was said, by an Office Manager La Suprema who could give the Wicked Witch of the West lessons in meanness.
On the other hand, her CV was especially Vitae in skills such as acting, singing, dancing and… as I told Chris: "Says here she's an expert with a sword, riding a horse, and is working on her black belt in Aikido."
"If we go with her," Chris observed, "after Puni gets through killing me we'll never see the chick again. She'll be too busy hitting the Casting Department up for a part on the show."
In case you hadn't guessed, Chris and I were interviewing for a secretary. Now that we were big time story editors on Galactica 1980, we learned it was not only a perk, but a necessity. Over a week had passed since Peter Thompson had greenmailed us into taking jobs we did not want, on a show we were embarrassed to be associated with, and we still didn't have simple supplies like typing paper to type scripts on, much less typewriters to write them with.
"Got no fucking pencils," Chris warbled, in his worst Hank Williams imitation. "Got no fucking pens. No paper clips. No staples. Feel just like an eggless hen."
"Look on the bright side," I said."We have a brand new set of Encyclopedia Britannica."
This was true. It sat in the place of honor, nestled in a faux cherry-wood bookcase, beneath wide windows that looked out over the Studio Backlot, where busy people - many in costume - dashed here and there, no doubt producing Artistic Miracles for Madison Avenue to stick commercials into every ten or twelve minutes.
"We bought the encyclopedia ourselves," Chris said.
This was also true. In anticipation of our first payday as story editors, we'd decided to treat ourselves to something to help brighten our days of indenture. Chris wanted to get a new Ak47 to blow Peter Thompson and Jeff (The EatAnter) Freilich away for muscling us onto the lot. But, after I pointed out it might be just as hard to get paper and pencils - much less typewriters - in San Quentin, we settled on the Britannica.
Other than our desks and chairs - which were pretty nice, I must admit - it was the only functional object in our huge, empty office. In the alcove outside the office was an empty desk and chair, meant to accommodate our secretary. Several empty filing cabinets. A couple of chairs for people to wait in, if we ever got a secretary who could set up appointments with freelancers so we could make them wait, you sons of bitches, just like you used to make US wait when you were story editors. (A basic rule too frequently ignored in Hollywood: when you are sitting on the money side of the desk the guys pitching will most likely be in a position like yours not too far down the line. And you will be pitching them.)
Oh, and there was a small office fridge with a nice coffee pot on top. But there was nothing in the fridge. And no coffee for the coffee maker. Jeff said not to bring any of our own, that the Studio would provide us with everything we needed, and that soon as we got a secretary she would order it all. We were so dazed by our Black Tower Press Gang experience, that we just went, "Yeah, yeah," and brought thermoses of coffee from home.
Don't get me wrong. We had a super office in the brand new "Producer's Building," just across from the Black Tower. Jeff had seen that we got the very best.
"The fucking problem is," Chris said, "is that there's nothing but producers in the Producer's Building. We're the only writers. And they hate us."
"They don't actually hate us," I said. "They just don't want us in their neighborhood."
"They complained to Jeff," Chris pointed out. "Told him we were too fucking loud."
He had me there. The day before we'd finally been handed something to do. A scene Jeff wanted rewritten, or something. Said he needed it like, the day before yesterday. So, we'd temporarily stolen an IBM Selectric from one of the offices down the hall, along with some paper and pens. Then proceeded to write. Chris at the keyboard, me striding around the room, shooting lines of dialogue back and forth.
Immediately the complaints came flooding in. Women appearing in the doorway, putting fingers to lips and shushing us. (A couple of guys wanted to do the same, but scuttled away when Chris fixed him with his best Chris Bunch Glare.) Somebody finally shut our door. Then somebody else opened it and shushed us again.
Finally, Jeff's redheaded assistant intervened. "You guys do get pretty loud," she said. "Can't you try and keep it down?"
I shrugged. "Sure, we can try," I said. "But, we get worked up when we write, you know? And when we get worked up we forget everything around us and the volume goes up."
"You are also rather profane," the redhead said - just as nicely as she could.
"We never say anything worse than fuck," Chris said.
She just looked at him. Pretty little foot tap-tap tapping the floor. All red hair and green eyes and a look that just said, "Oh, please!"
"Okay, maybe a mother fucker, now and then," Chris grudged. "And, sure, a pig fucker once in awhile. But that's it. Tops!"
"I hope you aren't putting those in the script," the redhead said. Then she giggled. "Futterman will shit kittens." She covered her mouth, blushing furiously. "I've been around you guys too much," she said.
Then she asked us - please, could we watch our language, and our volume, and could we please return the typewriter and office supplies to Stella down the hall before she called Security?
After she left Chris said, "We've gotta get away from these people, Cole."
"I know, I know," I said mournfully.
We sat in silence for a few minutes. Feeling like Gene Wilder after the unintended successful debut of Springtime For Hitler: No way out. No way out. No way-
Chris said, "The problem is we don't know anything about working on a Studio Lot. It's like we're in the Army and were just dumped off the bus into Boot Camp and we literally don't know our shit from Shinola."
"What I think you are getting at," I said, "is that we need to find somebody in the know, who is on our side."
Chris snapped his fingers. "Damn fucking straight. We don't need some Cutie for a secretary," he said. "We need a fucking Sergeant Bilko. Somebody who knows where all the bodies are buried. And the supplies are kept. And whose palm to grease, and whose ass to kiss. Most of all, we need somebody who won't fink on us to the bosses."
I said, "Let me call the Redhead. She'll know what to do."
And so that's what I did. Explaining our requirements very carefully. And she put the word out and before long La Suprema herself called us, and said she was sending somebody along who ought to fit the bill.
That very afternoon, the Amazing Dolly Brown showed up at our door. She was a tall, classy-looking woman a few years our senior. Tastefully dressed, with a skirt that fell just below the knees, but not so far as to hide her fabulous dancer's legs. Her CV shone with office skills of all kinds, and like just about everybody else in the Universal Secretarial Pool she had a showbiz background. She was a former dancer, chanteuse and actress, playing mainly B-Movie roles - "I was usually the blonde Gun Moll with the heart of gold," she told us. "The one the hero should hook up with, but goes for the virginal bank teller instead."
We started out by listing our problems and asking if she could help. Beginning with the lack of such basic writerly tools as typewriters.
She nodded at that. "There's always a shortage," she said. "Especially the nice new IBM Selectric 2's. Big waiting list for them. Basically, you have to grab them when a show closes down and they're returned to Central Supply."
"Can you get us a couple?" I asked.
"I can do better than that," she said. "The guy who runs Supply is sweet on me. He's a little jerk with a bad comb over and BO, but I flash him a little leg now and then to keep him primed. Inside a week, I can half half-a-dozen typewriters delivered."
"We only need three," I pointed out. "Two for me and Chris and one for you."
Dolly laughed - a big, throaty sound that was a delight to the ears of two depressed writers.
She said, "We need trading stock. With extra typewriters… and some others things I can lay my hands on… we can get everything we need - and more."
This was getting better and better.
We went on to explain that besides working on the show, that we were under contract to deliver the first in a series of science fiction novels (Sten), and we'd need help with some things we couldn't do while stuck on the lot. And there was other personal business as well, that was sure to come up.
Chris said, "Cole and I don't expect you to do any of that on the company's dime. We were thinking, maybe a hundred bucks extra a week - fifty from me and fifty from Cole. How's that sound."
The smile Dolly blessed us with would have put the sun to shame. "Boys," she said, "if the other girls find out about you two, I'll never stand a chance."
"Well, maybe you won't think that if you talk to some of the ladies in this building," I said.
"They think we're too fucking loud," Chris blurted.
Dolly grinned. "Can't be louder than me," she said. "I did a roadshow version of 'Gypsy' and one very nice critic said I could out bellow Ethel Merman."
"They also think we curse too much," I said.
Dolly laughed. "I fucking noticed," she said.
That broke us up.
When we recovered, Dolly explained. "My father was career Navy," she said. "I was brought up on Navy bases and became pretty immune to hard language."
"That's great," I said. "We won't offend you. But we're still stuck in a neighborhood where we just flat don't belong."
"Can you get us out of here, Dolly?" Chris said, with real feeling.
Dolly thought a minute. Looked around our office. Then nodded.
She said, "Girl I know says her boss hates his office. He's a producer, but they stuck him over by the LA River. How about if I arranged a swap."
"Done!" Chris said.
"Not so fast," Dolly said. "It won't be in a nice building like this. You'll be getting a double-wide trailer, stuck along the LA River with, perhaps, two dozen other trailers."
"We know the place," I said. "They call it Writers' Village." (If you recall, we met with Jeff and his then partner, Chris Trumbo there to pitch the ill-fated Mrs. Columbo.)
"The Writer's Village. That's what they call it," Dolly said. "A whole neighborhood of crazy writers just like you two."
"We're totally yours, Dolly," Chris said. "Deliver us from this dump."
Dolly not only delivered, she did it double time. Before the week was out we were in our new digs in the Writer's Village. Double wide trailer, with a pop out. Paneled offices. Plush chairs. Nice desks. And not six IBM's - but eight of them. Plus enough paper, pens, pencils, staplers, staples, paperclips - you name it - to stock a decent-sized stationary store.
We also had not one - but two coffee pots. Plenty of coffee. A fridge stocked with goodies, including a couple of shelves that were magically resupplied with beer, courtesy of the Studio, every morning.
And the neighborhood was terrific. We could yell our lines loud as pleased. Cuss up a storm. And when stuck on something, wander out and mingle with our fellow writers, groups of whom were usually sprawled on the banks of the LA River.
For you non-Angelenos, the LA River is your basic, big clottin' ditch, cemented in on all sides, with a few inches of water running down the center of the cement channel most of the year.
Back then a whole lot of high speed car chases for both "A" and "B" movies were shot there, so if you stepped out your office most hours of the day you'd see stunt cars driving a trillion miles an hour all over the cement throughway. Ron Howard directed one of his first movies there (Grand Theft Auto) when he was just out of "Happy Days." (We met him later on and he said he always knew his freckle-face would keep him from getting roles as an adult, so he started studying directing and the business of filmmaking at an early age.)
We also had parking places right in front of our trailer, instead of the other side of the lot - a distance of a thousand asphalt-hot miles. Across the river were the fences that marked the Bob Hope Golf Course.
Now, like I said, we were only one of many double wide writer trailers lining the banks of the Universal Studios portion of the LA River. There were maybe fifty or more writers residing there - sort of like the literary equivalent of Navajo caves, except made of aluminum and allegedly fire-proof insulation.
A fat gray cloud of marijuana smoke hung over the settlement day and night and Security pretty much declared it a Dedicated Peace Pipe Zone.
Fairly often - usually in the late afternoon - somebody would slap a Fade Out on the final draft of a script and send for a bicycle messenger to take it to one of the Producer Buildings. When the guy/gal got there we'd all run out, shaking bottles of cheap champagne and showering the poor soul with it as he/she pedaled away.
Drinking would then continue to commence. (Writers tend to either not drink at all, or drink all day long). Around about dusk the writer tribe would gather at the banks of the LA River and try to peg the empties to other side - the target being Bob Hope's Golf Course.
It was a rite of passage of sorts, but not so bad, since it didn't require ritual scarring. Unless one became so overcome by the muse and booze that one tumbled down the banks into the river. Then scarring might commence, because for a very long time the bottles we hurled did no more than crash into the cement, scattering shards all over the place.
Then one night a new team from the Dallas TV Series took up residence. They had heard about the daily contest and came prepared. The Dallas prop department had constructed a catapult mounted in a kid's Red Ryder wagon bed. And, as we all stood there in awe, they placed the bottles into the catapult and slung them clear over to the other side, where they bounced - tragically unbroken - on the soft green meadow grass.
We all turned away. Terribly disappointed. The contest would never be the same again. Empty bottles piled up, but no one had the heart to hurl them.
Then, a week or so later someone stole the wagon - it was said by a team from the Incredible Hulk - and the game began once again.
But this time as writer equals.
At day's end the cheers went up as before.
And boom, went the bottles.
And crash went the glass.
And all was well with the world of American Television...
The Vast Wasteland was whole once more.
As for Bunch & Cole: our time of indenture was made a little bit more bearable by the Amazing Dolly Brown.
* * *
We were three disastrous episodes into GL-80 when Lorne Greene - Mr. Bonanza himself - came calling.
Chris and I were in our back office, bemoaning our fates and cursing the Black Tower in general, and Glen Larson in particular, for not only creating such a sorry ass show, but fouling America's airwaves with it. (Someday, Gentle Reader, scientists will discover that it was on Jan. 27, 1980 at exactly 7 p.m. - when GL80 was first broadcast - that the whole nasty business of Global Warming, Economic Meltdown, and the Tribble-like proliferation of the cellphone was set in motion. In short, the end of Civilization as we knew it.)
Our first sign of his coming was a heavy knock on the main door of the double-wide that served as our headquarters. Then there was a heavy tread of footsteps, a low resonate voice that made the very walls tremble, and the melodious voice of our secretary, Dolly Brown, replying.
Beat, beat - and the phone buzzed. I answered.
Dolly could barely contain her excitement, announcing: "Lorne Greene is here to see you, Allan."
I said to give us a beat, then send him in. Immediately Chris and I scrambled out of the desks in our back office, pushed a bookcase aside and entered our official office. Pushed the bookcase back, and turned in time to greet Lorne (That Voice!) Greene.
(The reason for all the hidden office business was because we had a book overdue - the first novel in the Sten series - and were writing it on the sly. Front office, GL-80 business. Behind the bookcase office, Sten.)
Lorne had to bend his handsome head under the door frame to enter. He blessed us with that fabulous smile of his, shook our hands - his grip was firm, but not overpowering - then lowered himself into a director's chair between our two desks.
"Boys," he said, "it's good to finally get together with you in an informal setting."
Lorne looked around our office, decorated with a crazy assortment of posters featuring everything from WWII-era "Loose Lips Sink Ships" propaganda, to crazy Big Daddy Roth artwork Chris had scored in his motorcycle and car magazine editor days.
He laughed. "Very informal," he rumbled.
We'd met before, of course. At the start of the show in a get-together with the whole cast and crew, on the set for quick script-doctoring work, and at the commissary during rare group lunches.
After mixing him a drink, we chatted for awhile. We told him a little bit about ourselves and he regaled us with tales of his early career, his days on Bonanza, shooting the mega-hit miniseries Roots, and the delightful time he had doing a syndicated show on nature - Lorne Greene's Last Of The Wild. He even made a few jokes about his time as a spokesman for Alpo.
"I'll was kidded more about that on Johnny Carson, than all the days I spent as Ben Cartwright with three sons by three different very dead wives," he said.
Finally, there a pause. It was time for him to tell us why he was here, other than for the pleasure of our scintillating company.
A troubled look creased his noble brow. Then sighed and ran a large, muscular hand through the steely locks that glistened on his handsome head.
And he said, in that booming Bonanza voice of his: "Boys, what the fuck are we going to do about this show?"
FREEZE SCENE FOR SOME FANCY BG-TYPE FOOTWORK
It's like this, Gentle Reader: Chris and I and poor Mr. Greene were stuck firmly in the center of a humongous disaster-in-the-making created by the Champion Schlockmeister Of The Universe, Glen Larson.
Now don't get me wrong, it wasn't all the nice Mr. Larson's fault. He was being pulled by devils from every side.
Side one: Avarice. He wanted to make as much money as he could as quickly as he could before they canceled the piece of #@#@ he called a science fiction show.
Side two: There was his artistic side.
No, really. I mean, after all, this was the guy who as a youthful member of The Four Preps had crafted and made a hit song out of Twenty Six Miles Across The Sea, Santa Catalina For You And Me, Romance, Romance...
Bring a tear to your eye? A hairy blob to the back of your throat?
'Nuff said.
Federal Communications Commission Politics and the loss of the last remaining brain cells of the Suits at ABC (the Anything But Class network) conspired to pay Larson a zillion dollars to produce a sequel to a show that had already failed once. It was to be a Children's Hour Show, overseen by a censor placed high in the network food chain, and scheduled against 60 Minutes, which has always killed any competition set against it.
Immediately, the show began to take on water. Experienced old round heels that he was, Larson panicked for probably the first time in his career. Adding to that panic was the fact that the network – and Universal Studios – was insisting that he not only produce, but do most of the writing.
From everything anyone ever told us, Larson was the most reluctant of writers. He avoided actual writing like the plague. On the other hand, Larson’s genius was imitative. So if he could only free up his mind with whatever inducements the studio and the network might provide, perhaps he could, you know, get his stream-of-conscious pseudo-plagiarism mojo going.
In other words, give him enough money and comforts and he could blast out bullshit forever. To that end, Glen Larson – like Kubla Khan of old – decreed his own pleasure dome.
In other-other words, certain expensive comforts were required if he was going to write his head off and deal with censors, stupid scheduling decisions, and a premise that flat didn't work. We were told that Universal picked up most of his expenses for his home in LA, including entertainment, box seats at sporting events, plus a cool beach condo in Honolulu, where he could shake out his writerly kinks and dictate to a bevy of pretty maids in scanty beach wear. Which he flew back and forth with in the Universal Company Jet from his beach condo in Hawaii to his beach house in Malibu.
Dolly assured us that she knew all the ladies in question and that they all had excellent secretarial skills.
Well, of course they did.
Anyway, that was the (ahem)lay of the land three episodes in when Lorne Green came calling. And so now we'll….
RESUME SCENE - BACKING UP ONE BEAT FOR REPLAY
Lorne said: "Boys, what the fuck are we going to do about this show?
He let this sink in - right to our very toes - then went on: "The scripts are awful. The directing is awful. The acting is as good as it can be, under the circumstances. But we're getting stinker lines that Lord Lawrence, himself, couldn't rescue from the lavatory."
I flashed on our mentor, Al Godfrey, who'd once told us: "A good actor can make a shitty script better. But it'll still smell like shit."
"There's only one way out," Chris said, “We have to make Glen Larson quit writing.”
Loren’s eyebrows rose to Ponderosa heights as he turned his gaze on me.
I shrugged. “Chris is right,” I said. “Larson has become this non-stop bad writing machine."
He gave a heavy sigh, accepting the drink we made for him. "Don't you have any influence?" he asked. "After all, you're story editors on the show."
Lorne had been around the block a lot more than we had, so he knew the answer before it was asked - which showed you the measure of his frustration. To lighten the mood - or, perhaps to darken it even more - Chris handed Lorne something we had knocked out in our copious non-writing spare time.
As it happens, I found a yellowed copy in a Bunch & Cole memorabilia box the other day and here is what we had written:
***
How To Boil A Story Editor GL-80 Style
Step 1: Like mushrooms, you must keep writers in a dark room and feed them only on horseshit.
Step 2: Before sustenance (the above horseshit) is delivered, a pre-determined number of Glen Larson PAGES must be shoved under the door. Withhold all but one ounce of HS until pages are read.
Step 3: Render pages unto Caesar and render unto Art, Story, Social Consciousness, Drama, Action, Adventure, Plain Common Sense – absolutely nothing.
Step 4: At all costs, avoid allowing the writers to write anything original at all, at all.
* * *
Lorne chuckled, then asked. "Is this true? You're not allowed to write anything of your own?"
"Sure, we can write it," Chris said.
"We've got a two-script guarantee," I added. "Pay or play." Meaning they had to pay us, whether they shoot the scripts or not.
"But Glen is never going to actually expose frigging film on them," Chris said. "Not until Satan grows icicles on his balls, that is."
Lorne sighed, drained his glass, and stood. He laughed a little at the predicament we were all in.
"I'd like to say something like, 'Cheer up, boys, I've seen worse,'" Lorne said.
Chris held up a hand. "Nobody wants to ever hear Ben Cartwright lie," he said.
Another rumble of a laugh. "Did you know," he said, "that there is some kind of story going around that a damned alligator bit my nipple off when I was doing the nature show? A few say it was the right nipple. But, the majority claim it was the left one that got it."
We both looked at him. We'd heard the stories. Well? Was it bullshit, or not?
"I'll never tell," Lorne said.
Then he made his way out of our office, paused long enough to say something gentlemanly to Dolly, and left.
We looked out the window and saw his Teamster driver taking him away in a gleaming limo.
Chris turned to me. "How much bigger do you think this blivet is fucking going to get, Cole?" (Definition of a blivet. Ten pounds of shit in a five pound bag.)
I said, "My guess would be - a whole lot bigger."
And there was nothing for it but to go make a couple more drinks.
* * *
We were munching rare steak sandwiches - with scotch and water backs - when the little Cessna came into view. Her wings were wobbling and she was heading for the tarmac too fast, so we knew the guy flying it was at least 39 1/2 hours short of the 40 required for a pilot's license.
The three of us watched in awful fascination as the plane came down and down and down, the instructor probably freezing his student's stick and pulling back like a son of a bitch on his own. The Cessna bounced once, then twice - skidded to the right a little - then straightened out and powered up, up and away and out sight.
"Shit," Chris said. "Guy flies like Glen Larson writes. Fast, bad and not a fucking clue where he's going."
Al Godfrey just grunted and called for more drinks. He was there to give us some much needed job advice on Galactica 1980, so lunch was our treat. No problem, since as story editors we were making a shitload of money - which did little to alleviate our misery for being stuck on such an awful show, much less our fear of being indentured to Universal Studios for seven soul-killing years.
Lunch was at the 94th Aero Squadron Restaurant, situated on the back runway of Burbank Airport in Van Nuys. It had a World War One décor and although we normally avoided theme restaurants like the Bubonic, we had to admit that Godfrey hadn't steered us wrong. The food was good. The drinks strong. The prices moderate. Plus, the restaurant sat right on the edge of the runway, offering widow seats to everything from rookies practicing touch-and-goes, to Air National Guard cargo behemoths, to the colorful Lindbergh-era biplanes flown by the stunt pilot members of the Confederate Air Force.
Godfrey said, "I heard Larson was doing pay backs like a son of a bitch. Calling everybody he knows and owes and making them producers on Galactica." He collected his drink from the waiter, then grinned at us, "Any of them actually show up to work?"
"Not one swinging dick," Chris said. "Every damned day Dolly gives us a new GL-80 staff list, and there's always at least one other name under the producer's column. But we've never actually seen any of them."
Godfrey chuckled. "Don't blame him. If I were running the most expensive show in television history I'd be calling in everybody who'd ever done me a favor." He finished his sandwich and pushed the plate away. "Sort of like a Mob bust out, but legal," he said. "Get a building contract down at the harbor. Put everybody and his cousin and his cousin's cousin on the payroll. But only two or three actually show up to swing a hammer."
"The thing I get a laugh out of," I said, "is that our names keep getting shoved down further and further. Larson's name is at the top. Then Freilich and Lupo, who actually do the production work. Followed by many, many producers. Followed by the cast and crew. Then the secretaries. Then the janitors. Then, at the very bottom are the writers - me, Chris and Bob McCullough." (As you'll soon learn, McCullough's script - Space Croppers - was the only non-Larson script to make it on the air.)
Godfrey said, "So, you're learning firsthand what I've been telling you all along. In this town, writers are like the chicks you meet at a bar." He lit a cigarette. Blew two perfect smoke rings, then said. "At first they seem terribly important to you. You need their words in the worst way. But then after you collect the script and wake up the next morning, you wonder what the fuck you were ever thinking of and kick them out of bed."
Chris and I laughed, but now that I think back on it there was too much truth in what Godfrey was saying for it to be funny.
Then Godfrey said, "Here's the bottom line, boys. You are in the middle of a big fucking tug of war. So are the writers, actors and directors on every other show in This Town. You guys actually care about getting something decent on the air. But the guys who run things firmly believe that the public will watch whatever garbage they put in front of them. And the only give a shit about is winning their own personal war."
He lifted a hand and began ticking off each finger. "First, there's the Network Veep who bought the show. He's already won his fight because he got one over on those other sons of bitches who are trying to elbow him out of the way. But after that, he has no dog in the fight and he's off the show."
Godfrey ticked off another finger. "Second, there's the Production Veep and his crew. They think they guy who bought the show was a brainless idiot, but they're stuck with his stupid mistake. It's their job to get ratings, and they'll do anything legal to get them. Max out the T&A. Max out the violence. Car chases up the wazoo. Shove any nonsense they can down the throats of the writers, because what the fuck does the writer know about stories?
He bent over a third finger. "But, hold on. The production Veep has got a deadly enemy from his own network opposing him. That's the Program Practices Vice President. Susan Futterman, in your case. And the way she gets to look good is to squelch anything vaguely controversial. To her the perfect story would start with a nice clean problem about Billy doing his homework, and in the end Billy's best friend, Sally, would make him see the error of his ways."
"Shit," I said. "They're all light years apart. In fact, they're running at cross purposes to one another."
"And that's not the end of it," Godfrey said, displaying a fourth finger. "Now you have the Studio. Their only concern is the money. The Network is putting up a set fee. Maybe $750,000 an episode for Galactica. But the only reason they bought the show, is because the Studio agreed to deficit finance the show to the tune of three, four hundred thousand an episode. They won't make that back until they sell the show into syndication. But you need at least three years worth of episodes before the syndicators are interested. So, the Studio Veep - in your case, Peter Thompson - has to keep all those opposing forces sweet, or else he'll get the blame for blowing all that money without a chance of getting a return."
Chris said, "Fuck a bunch of writing. I should have gone to work with daddy at the pump flange factory. At least it's honest labor."
Godfrey said, "Look, boys - I know you're frustrated. But, just sit tight. Things will work themselves out. Trust in your talent and you'll get through it. And remember, in this Universe it's the assholes who rule. Get used to it."
Chris sighed."We keep waiting for Larson to make one big fat fucking mistake. One so bad the backblast will blow the whole fucking shebang off the lot."
Godfrey grimaced. "Boys, the other thing you have to understand about this business, is that the guy who fucks up last wins."
Chris and I eyed him suspiciously. Was he pulling our leg? Chris gave me the look: your turn in the barrel, Cole."
So, I sighed, stubbed out my smoke, and said, "Okay, Al, I'll bite. How come the last fuck up wins? In chess - as in most things - it's the other way around. The guy who makes second to the last mistake wins."
Godfrey shook his head, "Uh, uh," he said, sounding a bit like the racetrack tout who bedeviled Jack Benny. "That's your problem. You're playing chess. The rest of these assholes are playing television."
"I still don't get it," I admitted. "Explain, please."
Godfrey said, "The guy who fucks up last is the guy who gets the last word. And the last word is what gets on the fucking air."
The conversation paused when we saw the student pilot come back around. Still too fast. Still out of position. Bump, fucking bump. Skitter, skitter. Then off he went again. We all sighed in relief.
Chris said, "I know there's a lesson in there someplace, but for the life of me I don't fucking see it.."
Godfrey said, "Not to worry. It'll kick you in the ass by and by."
QUICK CUT TO:
That was a Friday. On the following Monday, the ass kicking commenced.
In short, Susan Futterman showed up at our door.
"Fuck," Chris said, when Dolly buzzed to announce her surprise visit.
I said, "Watch the 'fucks,' for Chrissakes. She's the censor."
Chris put both hands on the desk. Looked up at the ceiling. And said, fast as he could: "Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuck."
Then he sighed, and said, "There, I got it out of my fucking system."
The only thing I remember about Ms Futterman is that she immediately reminded me of my Third Grade nun. Everything about that nun was severe. She had a severe face, set with severe eyes and her lips were always pursed in a severe manner and she had this look about her that said she knew every sin residing in your nasty little boy's soul and if you crossed her one bit she'd whack your hands with her yardstick until you couldn't get a grip on a spitball for the rest of the afternoon, and so were at the mercy of your nasty little boy enemies.
Futterman sat, knees tight together, skirt pulled well down over them and tried to force a smile of collegial greeting. It was like watching the ice break on a fish pond. She accepted a cup of herbal tea from Dolly with muttered thanks and gave Chris a warning look when he nervously reached for a cigarette. He snatched back his hand as if it had been burned.
Looking satisfied about something, she pulled out a legal pad from her oversized purse and started flipping pages.
"I wanted to discuss some problems that I have with the scripts I have been receiving, " she said.
I said, "We have seen your notes, Ms Futterman, and-"
She snapped. "Call me, Susan," she ordered.
I stuttered, "Oh. Okay. Uh, Ms - I mean, Susan… We have seen your notes and addressed all the issues that are within our authority. If there's anything else - well, have you talked to Jeff, or Frank? Or Mr. Larson. All the scripts were written by him."
She said, "It's my understanding they you two have been writing the required educational beats. And those are your responsibility."
PAUSE SCENE FOR A VERY BORING EXPLAINATION
Unfortunately, Futterman had me there. The only writing we were allowed to do up to this point was to insert what Program Practices calls "Educational Beats." Since our show fell into the Children's Hour - 7 p.m. Sunday - there were so many "educational beats" required for each episode. And they had to be spread out - so many in the first act, so many in the second act, and so forth.
By necessity, these were deadly dull teaching moments. Any attempt at making them entertaining were immediately squelched by Futterman, who insisted that kids had to know when they were being taught.
Galactica was already a boring show that made no sense, and the educational beats just made things worse. Futterman would make insertion marks at the worst possible moments. In the middle of a (hopefully) exciting car chase, for example, the principals would have to stop and one would ask the other what strange, barbaric power made these Earth vehicles go. And the other would explain in painful details the workings of a combustion engine.
Oh, and because it was a kid's show, only so many violence beats were allowed. This might make sense, except for Futterman's definition of violence. For example, in one episode a school bus is about to crash through the railing of a bridge into the river. One of our heroes blasts a tree with his laser gun, and it falls over to block the path of the bus - saving all the kids. In Futterman's world, shooting that tree was a naughty - an act of violence.
Got it? Good, then explain it to me.
Give up? Also good, because it is way past time to:
RESUME AGONIZING ENCOUNTER WITH FUTTERMAN
As it happened, one of the first things she hit us with was the above-mentioned combustion engine business.
She said, "This information here about the workings of the combustion engine?"
We said, Yes, ma'am. What about it?
She said, "On what sources did you rely?"
Chris said, "We relied on me. I used to write and edit magazines on the subject."
This drew an actual sneer. "I suppose you wrote for Car And Driver," she said, no doubt thinking such a publication - which must be classy if she knew of it - would never hire the likes of Christopher Renshaw Bunch.
"As a matter of fact," Chris said, "I was a regular contributor."
Futterman's eyebrows rose. "Oh," she said. Then - "Oh."
Back to the notes. Flip, flip. Found another quibble.
"This business here at the Planetarium," she said. "Where you have the children address the issue of how many stars there are in the night sky."
She was speaking of an episode where the Galactica kids mingle unnoticed with a group of Earthling kids at the planetarium. Some Earthling kid asks the teacher how many stars there are in the sky. He replies. But, one of the Galactica kids rolls his eyes at his companion and whispers another number - presumably the correct one because these are Space kids and must know, right? Giggle. Giggle. Another educational beat. Check.
"What about it?" I asked.
"Where did you get the number?" she asked. "What's your source?"
I said, "the latest edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica," pointing proudly and the set that Chris and I had purchased to use on the show.
"That's not good enough," Futterman said - frosty.
This pissed us off to no end. Only a few months before Chris and I had been journalists - he in magazines, me in newspapers - and we weren't accustomed to this kind of treatment.
Chris picked up the phone and buzzed Dolly. "Dolly," he said, "Could you get us the name and phone number of the head of public relations at Encyclopedia Britannica. We need it right away, please."
He put the phone down and said, "Shouldn't take more than a minute."
Futterman looked alarmed. "What - what - what do you need that for?"
Chris said, "Well, I thought while we had you here we'd let you explain why an executive at ABC's Program Practices has determined that information in the latest Encyclopedia Britannica… quote: 'Isn't good enough'… end quote."
Futterman sputtered. (Been waiting years to put those two words together.) "I… I… Well, I didn't mean that. I mean, I was only raising… uh, the uh, issue-"
I broke in. "We really need to get this settled, Susan," I said. "Is the Encyclopedia Britannica a satisfactory source for ABC or isn't it?"
"It is," she said quickly. Flipped pages. "Let's move on."
We moved on, feeling a little better about things. That's how young and dumb we were. Because now we'd made the censor mad. As it turned out, she was already mad. And we'd just made things worse.
She hit a page, pretended to study her notes, then looked up at us - tongue darting out in a manner that made me think of a snake.
Jabbing a finger at some obviously offending passage, Futterman said, "This script here. The one with the unseemly joke about meatballs."
Chris and I looked at each other. Puzzled. I don't remember now which script had the meatball joke in it, but I do remember that although the joke was unfunny to the extreme, that there was nothing unseemly about it.
"What's wrong with it?" I asked.
Futterman's eyebrows rose. She said, "Come now. Meatballs? What's Glen trying to get past me?"
Chris and I dug out the script. Ran over the scene. And came up empty.
"It's just an eating scene," I said. "A good Samaritan has rescued our guys and is dishing them up some meatball sandwiches. And our guys have never heard of meatballs, much less tasted any."
"Oh, you can't fool me," Futterman said. "I know he's up to something."
Chris said, "Hey, Susan. Cole and I have dirtiest minds in town. Ask anybody. But, honest to God, Glen's just talking about meatballs."
"Regular meatballs," I said. "Definitely not of the testicular variety."
"Well, I don't care what you say," Futterman said. "Take it out."
I said, "Uh, Susan. We can't just take it out. It's a stupid joke, but Glen Larson thought well of it enough to write it. And he's our boss. If you want to delete the reference, you'll have to take it up with Jeff, or Frank - or even Glen."
"Glen won't discuss it with me," she said.
Then Chris and I got it. She'd already raised the meatball issue with our superiors and was trying to do an end run. With meatballs, for crying out loud.
I said, "Well, that's nothing to do with us, Susan. We're sorry you feel this way. All we can do is assure you that there are no hidden meanings."
"Sometimes," Chris said - with maybe a little too much enjoyment - "a meatball is just a meatball."
"We'll just see about that," Susan said, abruptly coming to her feet and shoving the legal pad back into the oversize purse.
And then she stalked out. A minute later Dolly poked her head in. "What was she so mad about?" Dolly asked. "You guys didn't let an Eff-bomb drop, or anything, did you?"
"No, Dolly," I said. "Nothing to do with us. She's mad Glen Larson's meatballs."
Dolly wisely withdrew while Chris and I mixed a couple of drinks, then called the bosses to kick the meatball problem up the line.
Later in the day, Frank Lupo called us back. "Guys," he said, "the shit's hitting the fan."
"About the meatballs?" I said.
"Yeah, yeah," Frank said. "Susan's going to war over it."
"What can we do?" I asked.
"Nothing," Frank said. "Stay the fuck out of it. Keep your heads down and if anybody calls you about fucking meatballs refer them to me."
We said, okay, boss. And then gave Dolly careful instructions to beware of anything that smacked of meatballs.
And it was during this whole mess - which only got worse - that Fate intervened to allow Bob McCullough's Space Croppers story earn the dubious honor of being the only non-Glen Larson written script to make it on the air.
Not because it was brilliant. No one who saw the episode will ever accuse it of brilliance. This was not Bob’s fault. Like we told Godfrey, generally speaking, we were all under strict orders to take out all the comedy, action, drama and common sense in a script before it was shot.
How Bob’s script got on the air will illustrate pretty much everything that was wrong about GL-80.
Glen Larson would write a script like this: He’d put a piece of paper in his typewriter and type: Fade In. Scratch his head (or, whatever) then start making up stuff, typing away madly as it came to him.
Along about page 60 he’d realized he’d just run out of time. (Very roughly speaking the running time of a script is one page a minute and GL-80 was an hour-long show). So at the bottom of the script, he’d type: TO BE CONTINUED.
Now, sometimes he would actually continue as promised, and sometimes he’d get a little - you, know - blocked. Then we’d have to start stretching deadlines and manfully inoculate ourselves against panic and general hysteria via applications of carefully measured quantities of writerly inducements.
Once or twice he blocked so badly he jumped on another script, reached the TO BE CONTINUED, point and stopped. Shipped it. Then moved back to the first unfinished mess. Once we had Part One of a story appear. The following week, Part One of another story. Then the following week Part Two of the first. And so on.
It was during one of those To Be Continued Vacuums that the meatballs hit the fan. I don't know how or why Larson came up with his meatball joke. Maybe Glen had meatballs for dinner. Maybe his sister married a meatball. Who knows?
Futterman refused to believe that Glen was not up to something filthy. She insisted there was some hidden meaning. Although she couldn’t explain to anyone what nastiness she thought Larson was trying to slip past her.
Eventually, she made Larson so mad that he took the script back and inserted meatball references willy-nilly everywhere. (Stop what you're thinking! That's not a naughty, either!)
Then Larson called his actors and crew together and shot the damned script.
One million, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars just like that! According to my handy dandy cost of living calculator, that’d be $3,023,361.65 in today’s money. And that's a lot of meatballs in any day and age.
Even so, Futterman said that shot or not - no way, Jose, was that perversion-glorifying episode going on the air. Over her dead body and so on and so forth.
Panic city.
What to do?
Ah, ha. Here’s Bob McCullough’s fine script, Space Croppers. To placate Futterman, Bob told her that the major influence for the story was the kid's book (actually a very original novel-in-verse) "Harvest Home," by Jane Yolen. In the privacy of our trailer offices we all called it Space Crappers, and wondered if Futterman would ever realize that Bob, with our help, had gotten one over her.
And so, while the meatballs argument raged, they slipped in Bob's episode and they shot it and it actually got on the air.
Damn!
Believe it or not, after that the Meatball War intensified.
Another week passed. Futterman and Larson were still at loggerheads. Except this time Larson said screw all of you and refused to shoot another episode. (Chris and I had an approved script titled Earthquake waiting in the wings. And there it languished.)
As far as Larson was concerned, either his meatball story would go on, or ABC would be forced to broadcast blank air time, or reruns of one of those exciting documentaries about the plight of urban minority males that networks have to show every now and again to get the FCC off their backs about Eff-word goofs, costume malfunctions and other lies.
Larson dug in his heels. Had them load up the episode to get ready to satellite to New York for national airing.
Futterman said she would never give permission.
Never, ever, ever.
The clocked ticked.
And ticked.
And ticked some more.
Finally...
... Futterman blinked.
At the very last possible second the show, meatballs and all, was beamed into the space. And history... or something vaguely similar to history... was made.
It was a rotten episode - a bullet to the heart of our already wounded ratings. But, screwup though it might have been, Larson was victorious.
Proving Godfrey's point that in the business of television, he who fucks up last, wins.
* * *
"An intelligent man is sometimes forced to be drunk to spend time with his fools."
Ernest Hemingway
"I hate to advocate drugs, alcohol, violence, or insanity to anyone, but they've always worked for me."
Hunter S. Thompson
* * *
Chris gave me the elbow and stage whispered, "Did you fucking see that, Cole?"
Eyes cut toward us and I ducked my head, hissing, "Shut the fuck up! Everybody can hear you!"
Chris shrugged, then attempted to lower his voice. "Yeah, but did you fucking see it?"
I had. And it was disturbing.
We were sitting at the Galactica table in the Universal commissary. I was having the Jack Klugman sandwich - A Philly Cheese Steak, natch; while Chris was finishing up the Telly Savalas Greek Grinder. (Sandwiches at the commissary were named for Studio stars. Klugman was the coroner lead of Quincy M.E. And Telly Savalas was the Forever "Who loves ya', baby" who had Universal over a contract barrel that could only be concocted by a wily Greek accountant whose ancestors, no doubt, designed the Trojan Horse.)
As much as we longed for this honor, there was no Bunch & Cole Sandwich. And if there were, we'd want it cancelled in the worst way. Because at this point in time, Chris and I were five weeks into our threatened seven-year indenture to MCA/Universal and everybody on the Glen Larson created disaster was slowly coming apart at the seams. To cope, they were developing bad new habits, or relapsing into old ones.
Witness the "did you fucking see that, Cole" incident that Chris was referring to. One of the handsome young Galactica stars - who normally spent hours in the weight room and the treadmill to keep camera fit, and who denied himself all but the healthiest and least caloric foodstuffs - had suffered a minor breakdown when he left our table.
As he passed by a plate a busboy was clearing away, he made a quick snatch for a handful of leftover fries. The commissary made outstanding fries. Thick and sizzled crispy on the outside and moist on the inside in hot vats of pure white Crisco lard, they probably weighed in at a zillion calories a fry.
And the minute our young star thought he wasn't being watched, he stuffed the whole handful in his mouth. Chewing surreptitiously, he ducked out of the commissary before anyone could notice his mushmouth.
"Yeah, I saw," I told Chris. "One of the busboys told me half the regulars are sneaking things off plates. They've had to dodge forks, or risk having their fingers chomped by pearly whites. Apparently busing dishes for the Galactica table is not a job for the faint of heart."
Chris chuckled, then said, "A Teamster told me his old man owns one of those We Care And We Bail limo services that contracts to the studios. I guess Saturday night bar hopping has gone through the roof. And he has no idea how they make it for the Monday morning call."
(TV people work incredible hours, especially the actresses who have to get to work at least two hours early for makeup and hair. And on a science fiction show aliens and other critters have to get there even earlier than the actresses. A typical shoot is Monday through Saturday. You get Sunday off, but that's usually when the script is delivered for the shoot the following morning. While we're all watching 60 Minutes, they're memorizing their lines.)
Chris raised his empty beer glass and across the room our waitress caught the signal, nodded and hustled off to fetch us two more. Then he said, "Let's make this our last round. For now, anyway. Our booze level has started to creep up, in case you haven't noticed."
"Creep up?' I said, incredulous. "It grabbed us and ran off about week two of this bullshit show."
"When you're right, you're right, Cole," Chris said. "What we need to do is impose some fucking discipline before our livers call it quits."
The waitress arrived with our beer and Chris took a thirsty gulp, put the glass down and pulled over a placemat. Fished out a ballpoint and clicked it into action.
"Let's lay down some rules," he said. "Then stick with them."
"Agreed," I said, taking a honk off my own beer.
Chris said, "First thing I noticed is that we're starting to put Drambuie in our coffee when we get to work in the morning." He wrote on the placemat, saying, "Rule Number One - No more morning Drambuie."
I started to agree then thought of something. "What if it's a Futterman Morning."
"Shit," Chris said. "That's a tough call."
A Futterman morning was when we had to deal with the lady you met in the last episode, Meatballs In Space - The Larson-Futterman Wars.
Chris scratched out Rule Number One. Then rewrote it. "No more Drambuie in the coffee," he labored, "except on Futterman Mornings." He raised his head, then said, "And if she's really shitty, we get a consolation hit after we get off the phone."
"Good," I said. "Except let's make it Rémy (Rémy Martin - the cognac) instead of Drambuie."
"You got it," Chris said, making the correction. "And if she really pisses us off we get doubles."
No quibbles were heard from my side of the table.
The list went on from there. I thought I had a copy of the original. I distinctly remember folding the placemat up and tucking it aside to go with other memorabilia that will someday be on display in the Bunch & Cole Wing of the Library Of Congress. My searches have failed to turn it up thus far, but I'm pretty sure I can reconstruct the list.
It went something like this:
Rule Number One: The above mentioned ban on starting work with Drambuie-laced coffee - except on Futterman Mornings.
Rule Number Two: No more than four beers each were permitted at lunch. Except for the day of the list-making, that is, since we'd already passed that point. In addition, we would no longer order four beers at a time (two each) to save the waitress the walk. This way we could spread the beer out and even the score with the waitress by upping the tip.
Rule Three: We'd stick to coffee as best we could, then in the afternoon we'd switch to extremely strong pots of tea. To encourage that switch, we permitted ourselves one cup of Earl Grey laced with Tia Maria liqueur after lunch and another at 5 p.m.
Rule Four: In the Evening we were allowed as much scotch and soda as seemed fit. (We always had to work late because of Jeff (The EatAnter) Freilich’s insistence on stupid meetings. Chris, if you recall, dubbed Jeff The EatAnter after the whiny character in the B.C. comic strip. Once he made us wait a couple of hours in his back yard on a Saturday morning, while he and his wife got their weekly massage. Afterward, Chris gave him a Wedgie and he never did it again.)
Rule Five: No drinking on the drive home, unless The EatAnter had been particularly whiny. Then we were allowed a nip or three from the hip-flask of Drambuie we always kept handy for traffic emergencies.
There were other inducements and inducement-bearing people - as well as firm rules governing same - but they shall remain unremarked upon to protect the astonishingly guilty.
I'm mentioning the above to illustrate the tremendous pressure everyone was under. Five weeks felt like five centuries. Unlike us, most people feared for their jobs. Here they were working on the most expensive TV show in history and it was quickly going down the tubes. My God, there might not be a pickup! No second season!
In short, the ratings were as abysmal as Glen Larson’s scripts.
Of course, what made a loser show in those days would make a winning program today. There were basically only three networks – meaning three channels – and somewhere between 75% to 90% of the public watched one of those three networks from 7 p.m. to 11 p.m. every night. (And everybody, but everybody watched Johnny Carson at 11:30 on NBC five nights a week.)
A top ten show, like Quincy, would usually get over 30 Nielsen Ratings points. (Simply put, a rating point is a little over a million viewers, so a rating point of 30 would mean an audience of over 30 million.) A number one show like Sixty Minutes – which was opposite us on Sunday nights – would garner 40 rating points or even more. Today, a top show draws somewhere between 15 and 19 rating points. If an episode of the late, unlamented "Survivor" had captured 10 ratings points the producers would have been thrilled.
What was the doomsday number for Galactica 1980?
"Thirteen," Al Godfrey told us over lunch one day.
"If the show weren't so expensive and Larson wasn't such a pain in the ass it might hang on a little longer at that number," he said. "But I double-damn guarantee you that the day the Nielsen's hit 13, the Network will cut Larson off at the knees."
After lunch, Chris made up a big sign and posted it on our office door. Very simply it read:
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/102032 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!