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The Writer’s Room – Day 1

“This has all happened before, and it will all
happen again,” said Todd, the show-runner, staring at the big
writer’s room whiteboard like it was the source of all
inspiration.

I wondered whether Todd even knew he was ripping off
Battlestar Galactica or not, not that it much mattered in
this business, where borderline plagiarism is the sincerest form of
flattery. I followed Todd’s eye-line to the whiteboard, and all I
could see there was a large, crudely drawn and vividly obscene
sketch featuring a centaur and a big-boobed stick figure helpfully
labeled “Scarlett Johansson.”

It made a special impression on me, being the only
woman (big surprise, she said sarcastically) on an otherwise male
writing staff.

My name is Diana Mallock, and it was my first day as
staff-writer on a vaguely defined new fantasy-drama-series, a job
I’d carefully chosen on the basis of how they were offering money
and I needed work. But my agent told me that they desperately
wanted somebody to give the show “weight,” and were willing to sign
me sight-unseen. I only hoped they were talking about my awards and
credentials, and not making cracks about my no-longer-so-youthful
figure.

Actually, it was everyone’s first day, except
presumably for the showrunner himself. Including Todd, there were
five of us so far, with three others due to arrive in about a
week.

By then it would be too late. In television, the
first-in rule the roost. We’d already have set the show on course
and roughed in half the season by the time they got here, or if we
hadn’t, the show would already be well on its course to becoming
what the trades called “troubled.”

Being basic-cable, this wasn’t a big-budget show,
not that writers in this business get the velvet and caviar
treatment anyway. The writer’s room, a double-wide temporary
building installed next to a sound-stage in Vancouver, Canada, was
still pretty pristine, probably having been hosed down after the
last show had cleared out. There was a vague disinfectant smell
that supported the notion. That wouldn’t last either. I’d been in
the business long enough to know that the shabby-looking tables and
desks would soon grow a rich patina of Starbucks cups, pizza boxes,
Chinese food containers, and the multicolored pages of a million
discarded script drafts.

Barry fiddled with his earring and tried
unsuccessfully to look like a bad-ass.

I had Barry pegged as the “angry young artist” type.
I was getting a bad vibe off Barry.

Barry sniffed contemptuously. “What the fluke does
that mean?”

Todd ignored the meat of Barry’s question, probably
having already forgotten what he’d said. Instead, he squinted at
him over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses and scowled. “What the
heck is this ‘fluke’ thing about?”

Josh, a skinny, prematurely-bald guy with a studious
demeanor spoke up. “Barry and I just came off that sci-fi show,
Wireworld. On the planet where the show is set, everyone
says ‘fluke’ as a curse word. Lets us get the F-bomb right
past standards-and-practices.”

“Must be convenient,” said Marty, a moon-faced guy
in a Darth Maul tee-shirt, who looked like he’d just wandered in
from the local sci-fi club, and possibly had.

I realized that not only was I the only woman in the
room, I was the oldest person in the room; I was possibly older
than any other two people in the room combined. I wondered if I was
going to last on this show past the first episode. Part of me was
looking forward to the severance check.

This was “one of those deals.” After 23 years
writing for television, two Emmys, a Golden Globe, and a WGA award,
I had learned a thing or two. On a new show, the first 72 hours in
the writer’s room are the most important. In those three days, the
direction of the show is set, its possibility for creative (if not
ratings) success is determined, and more important to me, the
dominance positions in the writer’s room are set. Often the
show-runner would pick a right-hand, or maybe two people that he
closely depended on. Everyone else was down the totem pole,
struggling to get anything recognizable onto the screen.

Now maybe I should have just trusted my talent,
experience, and natural charm to rise to the top, but I’d been
around long enough to know that all that didn’t matter nearly as
much in these situations as having a set of externally-mounted
reproductive organs

There were at least one, maybe two too many bodies
in the room, and I suspect we all knew that.

Todd seemed distracted. “Wish we could get away with
that “fluke” thing here. The suits want bold and edgy, and it’s
hard to pull that off with togas and sandals.”
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