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 On the Set

It's like a carnival
without the rides. There are the big trucks, mobile homes, and
dressing rooms. Crew members bustle about setting up equipment,
shouting orders, and murmuring into walkie-talkies. The energy,
tension, and excitement is almost palpable.

The onlookers stand behind fences or gates,
craning their necks. A few with special "tickets" are inside, near
the action. Instead of a Ferris wheel, there are movie cameras.
Instead of freak shows with the tallest man or the bearded lady,
there are the stars. It's the set of the hottest cop show on
TV.

This morning the VICE crew and cast are at
the North Perry Airport in Pembroke Pines, just north of Miami, to
film a scene from "Trust Fund Pirates." It calls for Crockett and
Tubbs to unload crates of contraband from a silver van and carry
them over to a Lake 250 single-engine plane as the suspicious pilot
tries to back out and his girl friend pulls a gun.

Before the shooting even begins, director Jim
Johnston, first assistant director Marty Schwartz, and second
assistant director Jay Tobias are choreographing the scene,
planning details like where the actors will stand, the pattern of
their movements, and the angle of the camera.

The second assistant director, Magdalen
Brick, is hurrying about with a clipboard in one hand, keeping tabs
on where everyone is. At the moment, for instance, John Diehl and
Michael Talbott are asleep in their dressing rooms because the cast
just finished two nineteen-hour days. Philip, she explains, is sick
with a fever and Don is in his motor home. The guest stars, Nicole
Fassi and Gary Cole, are also resting. "Yesterday, I had sixteen
actors to keep track of. Today's easy," she laughs.

Magdalen's production assistant, Todd Pinsky,
is crouched at the mouth of a nearby hangar, collating and stapling
script revisions that pertain to today's shooting schedule. He's
also munching on breakfast—an egg salad sandwich. "Things get
pretty crazy around here," he explains, holding up the sandwich.
"So I gotta eat on the run."

Twenty-five-year-old Pinsky, in fact, is
always moving. As a production assistant, he's responsible for
everything from compiling the location call-sheet------a composite
of the who, what, when and where of the day's schedule—to
dispensing the day's shooting schedule, a scene-by-scene summary.
If a particular day's shooting involves forty extras dressed for a
party scene, it's up to him to make sure they know where they're
supposed to meet.

"Basically, my job is to make life easier for
the actors. And that means doing whatever it takes to get the job
done," he explains.

"Hey, Todd," someone shouts. "We need you
outside the fence to stop those cars from coming around while we're
shooting."

He pops the last of his sandwich in his
mouth, stacks -the script revision, slips on his sunglasses and
races off toward the parking lot. Just then, Philip Michael Thomas
and his brother, George, who acts as Thomas's bodyguard, stroll
toward the set. His appearance is so inconspicuous that even the
fans outside the fence don't realize it's him. He chats with
several of the crew members for a while, everything about him easy
and casual.

Nelson Oramas, one of the police technical
advisors for the show, approaches Thomas, whispers something to him
and they walk over to a pair of young women who are visiting the
set. They smile shyly as Thomas greets them, then glow like
Christmas bulbs when he stands between them for a picture, an arm
encircling each girl's shoulder. His smile radiates warmth and
humor, his green eyes gaze confidently at the camera.

"Philip goes out of his way to be nice," says
Scott Partridge, who's head of security. "That's how he's always
been."

Suddenly, shrieks split open the cool morning
air. Don Johnson has stepped out of his trailer with his bodyguard
and the fans outside the fence wave and shout. He walks quickly,
his head down, his bodyguard keeping pace with him like a shadow.
He glances up as he passes two young boys visiting the set, and
grins. "Hi, guys," he says in his raspy voice. "How's it
going?"

The two boys grin back, then look at each
other, their eyes wide with astonishment. You can just see what's
going through their heads: IT'S SONNY CROCKETT, wow. HE SAID HI TO
US.

Thomas and Johnson hop into the silver van
and with Johnson at the wheel, screech off toward a distant
hangar.

The pilot, Jackson—played by Gary Cole—takes
up his position next to the Lake 250. His girlfriend, Lani, played
by Nicole Fassi, remains just off the set. Someone shouts,

"Okay, quiet on the set. Quiet!" And the
request echoes as others repeat it over and over again until it's
like the sound of hawkers at a carnival.

The cameras are rolling as the van speeds
toward the Lake 250. Crockett, and Tubbs, who're undercover, get
out of the van. They open the back doors and unload crates packed
with cocaine, carrying them to the open door of the plane. Jackson
starts running at the mouth, telling Crockett and Tubbs that he
doesn't want to smuggle anymore. "There're only two ways I can end
up, dying or dead," he says.

As he's talking, Lani steps out and Jackson
explains he confided in her about the deal. Lani, however, has
plans of her own. She pulls a gun on Crockett and Tubbs and orders
them into the plane.

"Okay, cut!" shouts Jim Johnston.

"Hey, someone forgot a line," points out the
script supervisor.

"Doesn't matter," Johnston replies. A moment
later he corrects himself: "Well, it matters, but we'll get it in
later."

Don Johnson confers with the director,
gesturing with his hands as he describes how he feels the scene
could be improved. He seems to be suggesting changes in who should
stand where, and how Nicole Fassi—Lam—should point her gun. Thomas,
meanwhile, stands off to the side, talking with a couple of crew
members and observing what's going on.

As it turns out, the thirty-second scene is
shot and reshot for the next four hours. Marty Schwartz, who sets
up the production board from which the shooting schedule is taken,
is well aware of how such a delay can affect his goal of shooting
seven pages of script a day. As first assistant director, in fact,
his responsibility is the set—what happens on it, what doesn't
happen. And yet, throughout the long stretch, he maintains his
equanimity. Perhaps that's part of why he's the only assistant
director on VICE who's made it past four shows.

"You've got to be fast and physically in
shape to keep pace with this show," he remarks between takes. "This
is a tough outdoor show with lots of hours. You're sometimes on
your feet from five in the morning to ten or eleven at night and
you're still going. Even though a lot of it is mental work, it's
still fatiguing. There are also a lot of different personalities to
deal with."

Schwartz is first assistant director for
every other show. On the off-weeks, he prepares for the next show,
working with the director of the week. Like guest stars, directors
appear on VICE for one show and leave, to be replaced by another
the next week. "To prepare, I do the production board, scout for
locations, sometimes I'm involved in casting. While I'm doing that,
the other first A.D. is on the show. The only way I'm involved is
to be aware of when the other show finishes and I start."

Besides VICE, the 37-year-old native of
Brooklyn has worked on feature films such as, Invasion USA,
Mega-force, Raging Bull, Rough Cut, Grease, and others. He's also
worked as a stunt man, and often directs scenes in VICE involving
special effects.

Someone calls Schwartz on his walkie-talkie.
He excuses himself, and sprints a couple hundred yards to confer
with a camera man who's shooting the van scene from another angle.
Two minutes later, he's back at the set talking with Johnston.

The fans, meanwhile, continue to hug the
fence, even though most of the scene is shot out of their view. But
a couple of times, when Johnson returns to his trailer in between
takes, the shrieks of adulation can be heard. It's almost
embarrassing. In fact, their presence finally becomes disturbing
enough so that Schwartz instructs one of the cops to tell them they
have to watch from across the street.

Just before the take begins the makeup
man—who has a hand mirror hanging from his jacket pocket—primps the
stars' hair, dabbing at perspiration on their faces, freshening
their makeup. Then, as the cameras roll again, a bus of school
children clatters by and their shouts pierce the quiet on the
set.

When it's finally evident that Switek and
Zito's scene won't be shot today, Magdalen Brick hurries over to
the 'honey wagon.' The wagon is actually the trailer of a semi,
divided into five tiny cubicles about six-by-ten feet. Each one is
equipped with a bunk, toilet, sink and a small closet and each
cubicle has a name on it. Across the side of the honey wagon, it
says: STAR MOVERS-WE MOVE THE MOTION PICTURE INDUSTRY. She raps on
John Diehl's door and informs him they'll be shooting his scene
first thing tomorrow morning.

"But my dad's going to be in town tomorrow,"
Diehl groans. "He'll only be here one day."

"Oh dear," she murmurs, nudging her
white-framed sunglasses back on her nose. "Okay, let me check on
the time. Be right back." She hurries off across the set, confers
for a moment with Marty Schwartz. When she returns several moments
later, she's smiling. "Ten o'clock, John. First thing. Then you can
go. Why don't you bring your dad to the set with you?"

Meanwhile, Michael Talbott has emerged from
his cubicle, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. He looks like a
sleepy teddy bear. "Hey, John," he says, peeking into Diehl's
cubicle. "I want to meet your dad tomorrow."

At five, everyone breaks for lunch. Magdalen
raps on the door to Philip's trailer and his assistant sticks her
head out. "I just wanted to let you know we're breaking now,"
Magdalen says. "How's Philip feeling?"

"He wants some vitamin B-12," the woman
replies. "Okay, I'll see what I can do."

The door closes. For a moment, Magdalen
hesitates, as if she's not quite certain about where she's going to
find the vitamins. But one thing about this business, it seems, is
that you can't hesitate too long. She smiles—a soft, secret smile
that indicates some stray bit of information in her head has just
clicked with some other bit of information—and she's off again.

Next door, at Johnson's motor home, his
bodyguard sits on the front steps, waiting. There's something
formidable about his presence—arms as thick as tree trunks, his
muteness like a monk's. As the sun nestles lower in the sky, its
light fractures the tinted windows of Johnson's charcoal gray
Mercedes, parked outside his motor home, in full view of the
fans.

The set grows oddly quiet. The fans begin to
wander off. A plane drones by overhead. Todd Pinsky and another man
toss a football back and forth. The March air grows cooler. In a
little while, "lunch" at 5 P.M. will be served, brought in by a
catering service at a cost of approximately $25,000 a week.

This evening, there will be night shots at
the airport, extending the "working day" to as much as twelve or
fourteen hours. At five tomorrow morning, a police officer from the
Broward County Sheriff's department will come on duty to keep an
eye on the trailers and dressing rooms. By that time, the shooting
schedule will have changed, and there'll be script alterations. As
Pinsky says, "There's so much prep work involved when you're
shooting what's essentially an hour-long feature film every seven
days that there're still things being prepared right down to the
last few minutes."

By ten the next morning, the airport is once
again brimming with activity. Marty Schwartz arrives with a smile
on his face and a cup of coffee in hand. He's got a pleasant
greeting for everyone and stops to chat with one of the Broward
County cops on duty. Watching him, you sense that perhaps part of
his secret for longevity as a first A.D. is this very affability.
He's adaptable. He possesses an energy and enthusiasm that seem to
infect others.

Michael Talbott strolls through the gate
chomping on a cigar. He greets Schwartz and the cop, John Diehl and
his father. Then he walks over to a tiny cockpit of a Cessna 150
which is minus its wings, propeller and tail. "Well, here's my
dressing room," he jokes, and reaches for the door handle.

Already, the fans have started to cluster
outside the fence. Some of them are dressed in bright VICE colors.
One teenager standing by the edge of the parking lot with a buddy
has the Don Johnson look down. He's wearing a loose fitted linen
coat, Ray-Ban wayfarer sunglasses, baggy white pants, and sports
the same chic hairstyle.

"Hey, Todd," calls one of the cops. "Are
there going to be any explosions or anything today?"

"Nope," Pinsky replies. "You guys would've
gotten notice if there was."

The cop nods. "Just checking. Otherwise, we'd
start getting calls about gunfights and terrorist attacks at the
airport. You wouldn't believe it."

Pinsky starts handing out script revisions
for the day's shooting. Magdalen hurries through the gate, dressed
in a black mini skirt, black tights and yellow shoes. Jim Johnston,
the episode's director, ambles in wearing a Hawaiian shirt. People
make their way toward the coffee machine and boxes of doughnuts
just inside the gate. There are also two coolers filled with fruit
juices, sodas, bottled water.

Schwartz and Jim Johnston peruse the script
revisions. Although Johnston has previously directed a VICE
episode, he still must rely heavily on Schwartz for his knowledge
of the crew, the mood on the set, his familiarity with the show's
style, and idiosyncrasies of the cast members. When Don Johnson has
a particular suggestion about how a scene should be shot, Schwartz
is usually the person who initially communicates that idea to the
director. After all, what Johnson has to say counts and Schwartz,
because of his job as assistant director, understands that as well
as anyone. In a sense, he's a facilitator—for the director, the
actors, the crew.

Several members of the crew push a silver
twin-engine airplane over into the area where today's scene will be
shot. The plane is minus its propellers, but it won't matter, since
the shots will be close-ups of the cargo door and through the
windshield into the interior, where Switek and Zito are on
surveillance.

The cameras, lights and sound are set up. A
little cart shaded by an umbrella is wheeled over. Inside it are
today's props. Someone emerges from the wardrobe trailer and heads
toward the dressing rooms with several shirts. Makeup people are
wandering around.

John Diehl and his dad stroll over to the
canvas chairs lined up at the periphery of the set. Talbott
appears, cracking jokes, shouting, "Okay, work faster, work harder,
you guys." There's a camaraderie among Talbott, Diehl and the crew
that translates into a loose, friendly atmosphere.

Beyond the plane, Crockett 's black Ferrari
is stripped of its canopy, and its hood is polished. A white
Porsche pulls up. At the other end of the field, a blimp with
MCDONALD'S written across it rests in sweet repose. One of the
deputies points out that the blimp isn't supposed to be parked
there today, and speculates about how much it would be worth in
advertising if the blimp just happened to make it into one of the
scenes.

Talbott dons a green aviator helmet
reminiscent of the one Snoopy wears when he's the Red Baron.
Diehl's dad, puffing on a pipe, settles into the chair which bears
his son's name, and Talbott plops down beside him.

A few minutes later, the echoes of QUIET ON
THE SET, QUIET PLEASE, reverberate in the air. Diehl and Talbott
enter the plane; the cameras move in. Jim Johnston explains how the
shot should be done. Schwartz hurries over to the camera stationed
inside the plane and visible through the cargo door, then nods. A
second camera is positioned at the front, shooting through the
windshield. As the cameras roll, a plane zooms overhead, and
afterward, the sound man says, "I don't know. It was kind of noisy
with that plane going by overhead."

"Well, we are at an airport," Johnston
replies.

But they shoot the scene once more and in the
middle of it, Don Johnson's Mercedes appears at the end of the
runway. He holds up his hand and the Mercedes rolls to a stop a few
feet from the airplane. Johnson has evidently noticed the fans at
the fence and doesn't want the scene disrupted by their shouts when
he exits the car. As soon as the scene is wrapped, the Mercedes
moves forward again and is parked at the end of his trailer. He
gets out, waves to the people at the fence, then trots up the steps
and vanishes inside his motor home.

As the cameramen are moving to the door of
the hangar for the next scene, Diehl and his father are preparing
to leave and Talbott is being interviewed. "Hey, John," he said,
"my mom's coming in tomorrow. I want you to meet her. She's never
been outa Iowa. Brian Dennehy's going to be here, too." He turns to
the person interviewing him. "Did you see Cocoon? Wasn't Dennehy
great as the alien?"

Schwartz hurries by, en route to preparations
for the next scene. Later today, he'll be working closely with Paul
Nuckles, the stunt coordinator, and the stunt men. Throughout his
seventeen years in the business, Schwartz has been involved with
about a thousand stunts, and has actually done a few stunts on
VICE. When Izzy Moreno knocked over a Satellite toilet as he stole
a cement mixer from a construction site in "Made For Each Other,"
Schwartz was the hard hat who flew out of the john behind a roll of
toilet paper with his pants around his knees.

But for the moment, it's coordination of a
dozen small details that concern him, not stunts. Magdalen rushes
past, followed by Pinsky, the two of them pursuing the threads of
some minor emergency with a dedication that would've made Sherlock
Holmes proud. After all, in episodic TV, the stuff behind the
scenes that you don't see is part of what makes or breaks a show.
Behind the flash and glitter of Ferraris, speedboats on Biscayne
Bay, the familiar faces of the cast members, state-of-the-art
weaponry and art deco backdrops, is the unheralded pulse of MIAMI
VICE—its crew.

 



 Miami: the Leading Role

There is the image
of the days gone by—old folks playing shuffleboard in the warm,
winter sun, rich people sipping drinks by the poolside, or cruising
Collins Avenue in pink '56 Caddies with the tops down, a blur of
art deco hotels in the background. Miami: the tropics, palm trees,
sand, sea, a winter resort.

Then came the transformation.

It happened slowly over a couple decades, the
population becoming younger and more ethnically mixed with a steady
influx of immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean. Then
bang, 1980: a flood of refugees, riots, and drug wars.

First, 100,000 refugees from Cuba showed up
on the city's doorstep in the Mariel boatlift. Many had been
released from prisons or hospitals for the mentally ill. Some were
agent provocateurs of Fidel Castro. Few spoke English.

Then, rioting broke out in the neighborhood
of Over-town when four Miami police officers charged in the beating
death of a black businessman were found innocent. During the
rampage, fires and looting spread and unlucky motorists were
dragged from their cars and beaten. After three days, eighteen
people were dead and property damage totaled $100 million.

The same year, the drug battles escalated.
Not the war against drugs, but of drug dealers gunning down other
dealers as competing factions fought for control of the lucrative
middleman position in the American drug market. The cocaine cowboys
ruled, striking at will.

The dramatic wave of events cast the city in
the nation's eye and everyone knew that the old vision of a sleepy
city for wealthy retirees was no more. TIME'S cover story on South
Florida read: "Paradise Lost." It was all over for Miami.

In corporate offices across the nation, no
one wanted to be transferred to South Florida. Rumor had it that
the welcome wagon had treads and gun ports, and there was AIDS in
the drinking water. Quality of life was perceived about as high as
a combat zone.

On Interstate 95, especially in the lanes
heading north from Miami, a bumper sticker appeared: "Will the last
Americans leaving Miami please turn out the lights." Business phone
hookups in Dade county dropped from 14,772 in 1980 to 8,840 in
1982. Startlingly, the county's population fell by 2,000 between
April 1982 and April 1983. That, despite a continued stream of
immigrants from Nicaragua, Colombia, Guatemala, and Haiti, and
other countries.

A Cuban comedian tells of an encounter on a
Miami street corner with a Haitian who addressed him in Creole.

"I told the guy, why don't you learn the
language. Speak Spanish." Two black women, however, weren't joking
when they filed a discrimination suit claiming they were denied
jobs cleaning a downtown Miami building because they didn't speak
Spanish. By the time a referendum passed establishing English as
the official language of Dade County, thousands of public school
students were being taught all their classes in Spanish.

In the midst of the turmoil, there were hints
of something new on the horizon. ESQUIRE magazine in February 1983
called Miami "The City of the Future," citing the city's cultural
diversity, climate and strategic location for international trade.
Then in May of that year Miamians awakened one morning to find that
something strange and wonderful had happened in their city,
something magical.

Eleven islands in Biscayne Bay were wrapped
in pink plastic. Surrounded Islands, created by Christo, a
Bulgarian-born artist, drew international attention. For a change,
people weren't talking about drugs, riots, or refugees when they
spoke of Miami. Christo's melding of contemporary art and nature in
a luminous pink motif signaled a change in the perception of the
city. Despite its problems, Miami was still one of the most
spectacular large cities in the country.

A year later, work would begin on the pilot
of a cop show. But few of the city's boosters envisioned that MIAMI
VICE would have an impact comparable to Surrounded Islands, or that
it would happen over and over again, every Friday night. "We're
showing the mood and atmosphere of the place," explains executive
producer Michael Mann. "You feel there's a lot of money and a lot
of people making moves in Miami, which is true."

Anthony Yerkovich, the creator of the show,
says he was attracted to Miami because he wanted to explore the
contemporary criminal underworld of the city. "I read a statistic
that said one-third of the illegal revenues in the United States
came out of South Florida," he said in an interview in July 1984,
before the show premiered. "I wanted to explore the changes in a
city that used to be a middle-class vacation land. Today, Miami is
like an American Casablanca, and it's never really been seen on
television."

Yerkovich originally stepped into the project
after hearing that Brandon Tartikoff, NBC's president of
entertainment, was looking for a new show—"MTV cops." Yerkovich,
who has been executive producer of Hill Street Blues for three
years, wrote the pilot and urged the network to shoot it on
location to give the show the flashy look of a rock video.
Universal Studios spent five million dollars filming the pilot,
about twice the normal cost.

Because VICE was considered to be a
television version of Scarface, the show initially faced resistance
in the city. The last thing Miami needed, civic leaders felt, was
weekly episodes on the city's drug, murder and prostitution
problems. City officials had chased the Scarface production out of
Miami during the making of that story about a Mariel refugee who
becomes involved in the city's criminal underworld. To complete the
film the production was moved to Los Angeles.

Yerkovich later acknowledged the show was
causing controversy. "Of course, there have been some
sensitivities. But we've explained to the local officials that
we're not trying to do 'Scarface H.' We're trying to explore both
the problems and the attractive aspects of the lifestyle down
there."

Metro-Dade Police Commander Nelson Oramas,
who is assigned to the show as one of its two police technical
advisors, recalls the reaction when VICE came to town. "At first
there was a lot of negativism about the show. The community was
still reeling from Scarface and there was a feeling that it was
going to be a flash in the pan."

The low point in the community relations came
in late July 1984, when Peter Cuccaro, the show's first technical
advisor, resigned in protest. He maintained the show's depiction of
Miami's police was demeaning and unrealistic.

"There's been a one hundred and eighty degree
turn around since those days," Oramas says. "My philosophy is that
if we show a cop doing something wrong, we show the repercussions
of it. We have a great working relationship with the show."

Clearly the portrayal of Miami has gone a
long way to assuaging those who were wary. "Now we embrace the show
as being partly our own," says Oramas. "The beautiful areas of
Miami that we'd never be able to highlight in a thirty-second
tourism ad, are on the air every Friday night. All the government
municipalities in Dade are bending over backwards to
cooperate."

When VICE decided to stage a shoot-out at
Miami International Airport a few weeks after terrorist attacks on
airports in Europe had placed attention on airport security, Oramas
talked with airport officials then met with the county manager. "I
told him we could go someplace else and film it as the airport. But
the idea I work with is that we use VICE to show off some of our
beautiful places. The manager agreed and allowed us to do the work
in one of the new terminal areas."

The show's focus on Miami's art deco
architecture has spurred the restoration of several art-deco
buildings along Miami Beach. And, numerous publications, which once
snubbed or ignored Miami, took a new look at the city. Even the
conservative travel magazine, Travel-Holiday, which avoids troubled
areas, published a cover story on the new image of Miami.

Although there are more anecdotes than hard
statistics, it's widely believed the impact of VICE has contributed
to the resurgence of tourism. Oramas tells a story which portrays
the drawing power of the show. "We were at 163rd Street
and Biscayne Boulevard last year filming an episode called
"Lombard" when a double-decker Trailways bus came by with a tour
group of Canadians. The bus driver came over to me and said they
wanted to watch. They canceled their itinerary for the day and
spent several hours watching us film."

Oramas, who wears black, shiny boots and
fashionable but casual attire for his job, was born in Cuba and
came to Miami as a young boy in 1959. He speaks confidently when he
says he feels that VICE's portrayal of the city's Latin population
is fair. "It happens that a lot of Latinos live in Miami and it's
the port of entry of drugs. Some have taken the opportunity to get
into the business because of the money involved. It's unfortunate,
but a reality."

VICE, he contends, doesn't pick on any ethnic
group or nationality. "We take a shot at everyone. I talk with a
lot of Latin civic leaders every week who were instrumental in
driving Scarface from Miami, and I've really heard very few people
complaining. We can't deny that Miami is the hub of the drug trade
between Latin America and the rest of the country."

The strong sense of place and the stylization
of Miami have not only soothed the concerns of the city's boosters,
but have distinguished the series. Drugs, murder, and decadence are
balanced by the striking beauty of bleached white beaches, art deco
decor, and tropical ambience. Typically, six days are spent on
location and one day in the studio for the filming of an episode.
From a technical standpoint, finding the right buildings and
handling all the preliminary work requires a four-person location
staff.

Maria Chavez, a location manager who has been
with the show since the beginning, must find sites appropriate to
the script. Her job begins seven to ten days in advance of the
filming of an episode.

She and other location managers begin by
breaking down the script according to locations. They note how many
pages of the script are required at the site so they can gauge how
long the crew will be at the location. "Sometimes, we go from two
to three locations in a day.

So we try to keep the locations in the same
area if possible. For instance, if there's a great disco in North
Miami we want to use and it requires a half-day of shooting and
another scene calls for a doctor's office, we try to find one
nearby."

Maria, 30, is a native of Ecuador who
immigrated with her family to Miami. She looks younger than her age
and like most of the production staff and crew, she usually dresses
in jeans and tennis shoes. Her youthful appearance, she admits,
sometimes causes people to not take her seriously. As one associate
notes, "Maria has to work harder for what she gets, and she's been
here longer than almost everyone."

Once a desirable location is found, Maria is
joined by the producer, director, the stunt coordinator and others
who decide if the site will work. If they agree with her, she
negotiates a deal with the owner. "Then from there we have to
technically work out how to accommodate a company of eighty people
at the site. We have to find a place for them to eat, close down
the streets, get police." Sometimes, because of changes in the
script, new locations are required with little notice. "With all
the changes, you really have to go with the flow. Things can change
ten times from one hour to the next. At first, I used to panic, but
now I'm pretty much used to it after two years." Maria began
working with VICE as a temporary runner while the offices were
being set up. She found a regular position as a location assistant,
then advanced to a location manager. Before joining VICE, she had
worked for five years in local production. "I was hired because I
knew Miami."

Most of the buildings in Miami don't fit the
look of the show, creating a weekly challenge to find locations
which work. "One of the rules is no brick, reds or browns. We also
stay away from Mediterranean architecture.

"I look for art deco, upscale and downscale
locations. We try to have a variety in each show from hi-tech,
luxurious to downscale, seedy art deco. We always try to have
something that looks unusual. I'm in contact with all the
architects in Miami. They're the best people for leads."

When Maria talks of scouting for potential
sites, her description is reminiscent of a VICE plot in which a
young woman accidentally photographed a man being murdered.

"I have to be careful of what I photograph
and where, especially on South Beach. You never know. There may be
a drug deal going down. You're photographing it and may have
evidence. People sometimes come out and ask me what I'm doing. I
say I'm working with the television series MIAMI VICE. I always
make sure I say the television series first," she laughs.

Because there's a taboo against using a
location time and again which would be recognized by viewers, Maria
relies on her creativity when a script calls for a specific type of
building which are few in number. "Like art deco gas stations in
Miami. I know just how many there are, and if they tell you to keep
looking then you have to think creatively and suggest an
alternative. Or like when they ask you to find Colombia in Miami.
That's happened. We went to Puerto Rico."

One of the toughest locations Maria had to
find was a Thai temple. "So I went to a Thai priest and talked to
people from the Thai embassy. They told me it didn't exist in
Miami. We tried to find a backup, something that could play as a
temple. We found an Oriental style house and the art director
created a set that would look like a temple."

As the show gained in popularity, finding
business owners willing to turn over their property to the show has
become easier. "At first, it was hard. People thought it was more
vice than Miami. Now a lot of the business people welcome us back.
The private houses are harder to get into, but only occasionally
will someone say no way and slam the door in my face."

That happened during the second season when
VICE wanted to film a scene of a reception for a Latin American
poet in the new Museum of Art in Fort Lauderdale. "It's a
beautiful, contemporary museum. But they turned us down flat," says
Maria.

But producer John Nicolella persisted, asking
friends, like the head of the Governor's Advisory Commission on
Film and TV, to intervene. Still, museum president Elliott Barnett
refused to change his mind. Finally, Florida governor Bob Graham
approached him for a favor.

Barnett asked the governor to put his request
in writing. When he did, the doors of the museum opened and VICE
filmed scenes for the episode, "Free Verse." In the end, two of the
museum trustees even played extras.

The incident demonstrated the influence VICE
has gained. It was a far cry from the fiasco over Scarface.

The relationship of the show and the
territory is a reciprocal one. VICE has played a significant part
in the upswing of the image of Miami and south Florida. And Miami,
likewise, has played a leading role in contributing to the success
of VICE.

 



 Trudy Joplin: Olivia Brown

She glides into a
room; she doesn't walk. She's dressed completely in black, except
for gold boots and a zebra-striped hat. When she smiles, it dimples
the corner of her mouth and lights up her deep chocolate eyes. As
soon as she talks, her hands move, and her expression shifts and
changes like she's getting revved up, psyched, preparing to break
loose. Then she laughs—a quick, unencumbered sound, laughter that
tickles your sides even if you don't quite know what she said.
Olivia Brown: chameleon, artist, singer, actress.

Before joining the VICE cast as detective
Trudy Joplin, she'd made guest appearances on Hill Street Blues and
played Eddie Murphy's girlfriend in 48 Hours. On the VICE pilot she
was listed as a guest star and had one line: 'I'm sorry, Sonny.'
"They gave me guest star billing, which is real unusual when you
only have three words to say. Before the pilot, they'd told me that
getting called back would depend on how well I did in the pilot. So
I really said, 'I'm sorry, Sonny,' with a lot of feeling," she
laughs.

But three words is all it took. The
twenty-eight-year-old actress was signed with the show, becoming
the last regular cast member to join. "I'd been living in Santa
Monica and I'd been married less than a year. . . as a matter of
fact, after the pilot, we took our honeymoon."

By the time she returned the VICE offer was
waiting for her. "So there I was, packing up and moving to Miami."
Her words flow steadily as she recalls the changes in her life.
"I'd never been here, I had no family here, it was real hot, I'd
never been in weather like this. . . . yeah... it's changed
everything." She pauses, her mouth dimples. "But it's really helped
my career. People know who I am now. . . all over the United
States, not just in Miami." She says this as if she still hasn't
gotten quite used to the idea.

In fact, during the first season's hiatus,
Olivia got a taste of what it means to be recognized Love Boat
asked her to be in a two-hour episode and the cruise took her to
eight European countries. "I always figured that if you go to
Europe, it'd be great to backpack through it. I can always do that
route, but this was different. I got to see the royal side. We ate
with the Spanish royal family, stayed in hotels where the waiting
list is five years long, and they rolled out the red carpet in
every country."

Although she had another offer from Love Boat
for the second season hiatus, a trip which would've taken her to
Africa, she decided to turn it down. Before the season ended, she
was considering a role in a made-for-television movie and wanted to
spend more time with her husband, Mykel T. Williamson, who still
lives and works in LA. "I used to always say that the distance was
good for us, that it made us closer and all. But it's getting
tougher now. He's working a lot and just finished a feature film
and with my schedule being what it is, we don't see each other as
often."

She pauses a moment. "I hadn't seen him for
five weeks when he was last here. Then we only saw each other for
three-and-a-half days. "You just get used to someone else being in
the house and then he's leaving again and you're saying, 'Hey, wait
a minute." She shrugs. "But the strong survive. So if the marriage
survives, then it's strong."

She smiles again and explains that her two
dogs have also been feeling the effects of the cross-continental
marriage. "We're both real close to them and it's sort of unfair
for one person to have them all the time. So we fly them back and
forth across the country."

Olivia has bought a home in Miami Beach and
she's also opened an art gallery on Lincoln Road called DON'T ASK.
"People will say, 'Where'd you buy that and you'll say, 'Don't
Ask.' The name's controversial. I like it."

Her interest in art once took precedence over
acting. She majored in art and minored in theater at Sacramento and
Fresno state colleges. But until she'd opened the gallery, she'd
never sold any of her stuff. Art, she says, is one of her outlets,
and the gallery is a kind of refuge. Sometimes, she'll go over to
her studio around midnight
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