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FOREWORD
Navigating the depths of the Hollywood shoal is as difficult as venturing into a Minoan cave without a ball of string, especially if you weren’t born into a place of wealth or position. My own start in this industry was in some way the norm. I started at the bottom, like most people who gain entry into the business of moviemaking by delivering mail or as readers at a studio. However, to succeed here, you will need—among other things—help and guidance. Breakfast with Sharks will provide that help and guidance, but nothing beats jumping in headfirst and starting your career yourself.
This business, more than any other industry, is constantly changing; tastes change and people in power change positions frequently. Many who come to Hollywood and make a go of it are driven out by the undertow and the vicissitudes of time. The sine qua non is the passion for their craft, lots of patience, and the ability to stay at the table long enough to get people to notice you. You have to know that a career in Hollywood is a marathon and not the hundred-yard dash.
Millions of people are trying to open doors in the movie business, but only a few will make a living at it. Luck and, most of all, talent are the most important ingredients. Experience comes after that. The thing to remember most is to find a friendly ally quickly. Also, think about what is important to you. In my opinion this isn’t money. That will come if you love what you do. You have to keep your priorities in order. In my view, family and a few friends come first. These values and what you do for others will determine your character and will put you in good stead. Be honest, first to yourself, then to others. If you take the easy way in, you will suffer the easy way out.
That said, read Breakfast with Sharks, learn, and then go ahead with it and enjoy the journey.
—Mike Medavoy, Chairman of Phoenix Pictures

INTRODUCTION
Hollywood is one place in the world where you can die of  encouragement.
—DOROTHY PARKER
Graduate film school was the best two and a half years of my life. The next three years that followed were definitely not. Since way back, I had focused on this singleminded dream of writing movies for a living. All was going according to my master plan until just after my relocation to Hollywood in the autumn of 1993. Upon arrival, I hit the ground running with three completed specs and three student films made for under $1,000 each. Luckier and maybe more persistent than most, I quickly landed my first production company writing assignment, along with a high-profile agent at one of the Big Five literary agencies (those being CAA, ICM, WMA, UTA, and Endeavor) in Los Angeles. A studio executive at Disney was also championing my spec script. Life was sweet. Indeed, my Barcalounger was oiled and ready for a victory lap down Sunset Boulevard. But wait . . . within my first forty-five days, the assignment project was dead, the executive was fired, and my agent let me go with a blunt 7:30 a.m. phone call saying, “I shopped your spec, but couldn’t find a buyer. I read your new spec. It’s okay, but frankly I was unimpressed. You had one friend in this town [the aforementioned exec] and now you don’t. I don’t think there’s any more I can do for you.” My first thoughts were Who conducts business at that ungodly hour? and Now what the hell do I do? While the questions came quickly, the answers took years. In the difficult days and weeks that followed, it would hit me like a brick hurled from hell that although I had watched both Eraserhead and The Seventh Seal frame by frame seventeen times, and understood as much about binary character theory and restorative three-act structure as anyone else, I was still desperately unprepared for this brave new world of trial and many, many errors. Unfortunately, writing a script, or making a short film, or taking a dozen film theory courses in no way prepares you for what Hollywood is really like.
Aside from my fellow film-school plebes who were scrambling and being cut from the sled dog races just like me, my now ex-agent was right, I was out here alone in the harsh wilderness of botox injections and  Chuckie VII. I soon discovered that broken deals and fickle fortune were part of the initiation process for a place where ex-lawyers sort mail at talent agencies while hoping soon to land as agent trainees. In the ensuing months I realized that my formative academic background meant very little in Tinseltown. I was qualified for a place at the starting gate, but not guaranteed a career. The day you finish law school and pass the bar exam, someone will hire you to practice law, but that is not the case with film school. In fact, I had little practical experience or even a reference point to cope with the business and day-to-day aspects of life here. Meanwhile, a tsunami of student loan debt—$60,000 to be exact—threatened to wash away my flimsy thatched hut of patience and self-confidence.
I remember once talking to an aspiring director who had been out here for three years. She said, “I’m struggling so much here I can’t bring myself to tell people I have a master’s.” After listening to her plight, I promised myself that no matter what, I wasn’t going to be back on the bus, another casualty on Hollywood’s Walk of Shame. What actions I took next would determine whether or not I was to have a career in film. So I scoured the bookstores for material pertaining to my situation. I was a writer who could write but who didn’t have a clue how to navigate the hierarchy of Hollywood—on the bookshelves I found little that pertained to my situation. Unfortunately, to this day, few sources exist for those looking to go beyond how to shoot a movie, how to write a script, how to find an agent. Actually learning how to be a full-time screenwriter, how to make the leap from competence in the art to the business side of the craft, would have to come the hard-knocks way. There was no guidebook to be found. That process for me took more than four years with cumulative writer earnings of $6,500. By then, all but a few from my graduate and undergraduate film-school classes were long gone, back on that bus.
Each year, upwards of 20,000 films are independently shot and 50,000 screenplays are written on spec by in-the-trenches screenwriters, usually in the wee hours after the tykes are put to bed, or at dawn before classes, or following a ten-hour work shift. And every year, tens of thousands of intrepid souls with so much to offer the world descend upon Hollywood. These hopeful, huddled masses yearn for fame, fortune, artistic expression, and a respectable table at L.A. hot spots. Most of these arrows shot at the sun will hit dirt. The independent films they made that never found distributors to show them will find a place in the family video archive, and the script will serve nicely as a drink coaster. And the dreamers seeking to nibble their chunk of the $6-billion-a-year entertainment industry cheese will instead go hungry and leave town just in time to make room for the next wave of eager beavers. Ninety-nine out of a hundred would-be Spielbergs, Goldmans, Ovitzes, and Bruckheimers fall short of their aspirations, in part because the stakes are so very high and the knowledge that comes from mistakes, failures, and lost opportunities quickly takes its toll on the psyche and on the wallet.
Because film is the most dominant art form in contemporary culture, and the need for information, for “a way in,” is so great, more than 2,500 film schools and professional programs with more than 30,000 students currently exist, according to the American Film Institute (AFI). While film school is invaluable for teaching theory and history, most of what is taught is by definition academic. Film is a young art form, and the film industry is constantly in flux. So a cottage industry of seminar-meisters and their books have leaped into the breach, charging as much as $500 a day for promises of secret handshakes granting passage onto the inside track to Hollywood. Many pay it because actual Hollywood experience is relatively hard to come by.
Every minute of every day, people arrive in Hollywood and want to know where to live, how to get a job, how to get a life and a foothold in the business. There are definitely ways into the Hollywood system. For six of the last ten years that I have been a working Hollywood screenwriter, I have provided such information teaching at Santa Barbara City College and for UCLA, as well as sharing personal experience in my “Belly of the Beast” column in Creative Screenwriting magazine, as well as through two other industry publications, Screenstyle and  Tournages. During that time I have optioned, sold, or have received studio assignments on ten projects, as well as co-producing the feature film  Hard Scrambled. I have pitched on dozens of scripts, perhaps even a hundred or more. I’ve also been a judge in four writing competitions. If any of the above terminology is baffling to you, don’t worry, it will all make perfect sense by the time we’re through.
With Breakfast With Sharks, I set out to write a book that would be loosely organized like academic courses, but would provide a real-world education and an intimate glimpse into the movie industry. It would be filled with “take this and use it right now” information, as well as innovative tactics for the business side of Hollywood. Readers will learn such information as 
how to pitch a project to a producer over the phone within thirty seconds 
how to shop a script without an agent 
how to cut through agent-and-producer-speak 
how to turn a spec into an assignment 
how to structure your deal 
where can you meet other creative people to build your community and enhance your chances of success 
In addition to prescriptive advice, I also explain the subtext of many of the situations you will encounter in the industry. In other words, you’ll learn how to “read” a room and recognize certain situations even before you encounter them. I have attempted to deconstruct many of the various business and creative processes you will face as a Hollywood writer, then put it all together for a broader perspective.
This book is about making things happen for yourself in Hollywood, and taking charge of your career. It’s for anyone hoping to get a toe over the trapdoor of show business or looking to move to the next level of their profession. Within these pages, I have worked to provide real-world experience in an easy-to-read, practical, concise guide for navigating the highways and byways of the film industry. For the cost of this book, less than twenty dollars, far below the cost of a film school education or a $500 seminar, you will gain real-world understanding of the business side of Hollywood. Further, you will learn the guerrilla tactics that are sometimes required to make dreams of a career in show business come true. In other words, this is a real-world education for writers and anyone else who has ever contemplated a career in Hollywood. Because so many parts of the movie industry are difficult, whenever possible I’ll try to add a spoonful of sugar to help the medicine go down.
I believe persistence always pays off—both on the business side and in perfecting your craft. Only the exact time line is indeterminate. This book is about learning from such experiences as you build first a nest and then a career in Hollywood as a writer. Through strategic planning, perseverence, and taking responsibility for your own career, you can have the kind of career you want. We writers are a unique breed. But always remember that no matter how big the desk is, most likely, the person sitting behind it once tried his or her hand at writing, too. In fact, many who have tried quickly realized that the endeavor was much harder than it looked and wisely began to pursue a career in Hollywood on the other side. By organizing your career into a structure in which you can create, you maximize your odds of succeeding.
Okay. Ready? Good. Let’s get started.

PART ONE
Basics— Your Decision to Go Pro
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SECTION 101: INTRODUCTION TO TINSELTOWN 
Overview of Hollywood 
What Does Hollywood Want? 
“What Just Happened?” 
Effort, Access, Timing 
Passion vs. Pa$$ion 
EXTRA CREDIT READING:
What Makes Sammy Run by Budd Schulberg Adventures in the Screen Trade by William Goldman The Writer’s Journey by Chris Vogler
OVERVIEW OF HOLLYWOOD
There’s an old joke about the studio exec who has read a script and someone asks what he thought of it, and he says, “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to anyone yet.” The jest works on two levels: Hollywood is a startlingly tiny community, and in L.A. everyone plays the “six degrees of separation” game to figure out how you already know each other, as in “You just sold Matt at Sony? Ohmigod, I pitched him on Ninja Clown Posse six months ago. We gotta have lunch.” As for the second part of the joke, ideas may be king in Hollywood, but this place is not about reinventing the wheel. “Uniquely familiar,” a phrase coined by veteran producer Joel Silver (The Matrix, Lethal Weapon), is the stock and trade of Hollywood. In other words, you should think outside the box, but don’t try to bring your own box to L.A., because over the past hundred years or so, Hollywood has developed a way to do business and make movies that it is quite comfortable with, thank you very much. The system works in an imperfect way, but it does work. So there’s little use in trying to force the town to do things your way. The logic behind the Hollywood development process for a motion picture goes something like this: no matter where you are making movies in the world, if you are producing a product for a mass audience, the various funnels through which your story (the entertainment you are creating) must pass will narrow in order to appeal to the most people waiting on the other side. Typically, mass audiences reduce characters to white hat/good guy and black hat/bad guy. Consequently they like the familiarity and comfort of a twice-told tale. As we shall see, the trick for the successful Hollywood writer is to create a script that is intensely personal, yet still manages to resonate with a mass audience by virtue of its universal themes. A quick scan of the American Film Institute’s list of “America’s 100 Greatest Movies” shows a number of masterpieces that have accomplished this difficult feat. These are films like Casablanca, The Graduate, On the Waterfront, Schindler’s List, All About Eve, Raging Bull, Midnight Cowboy, Rebel Without a Cause, Rocky, Platoon, Easy Rider, The Apartment, Goodfellas, and Pulp Fiction.
While most of us are uncomfortable judging, say, Japanese calligraphy or a Wagnerian opera based on our limited exposure to those art forms, we are all experts on Hollywood simply by virtue of having seen hundreds or thousands of movies in our lifetimes. Few moviegoers have qualms comparing and contrasting The English Patient with, say, Scary Movie. But from inside Hollywood, what you see is an imperfect system that contains vast armies of smart, usually young people in their twenties and thirties, working tremendously hard to make mainly mediocre movies. Why? Because moviemaking looks deceptively easy, but is, in fact, very, very hard. It’s a highly collaborative endeavor with dozens and often hundreds of people involved. Perfecting your craft to work in tandem with other craftsmen can and does take many years. That’s why even great fiction writers like F. Scott Fitzgerald and Dorothy Parker were never better than mediocre screenwriters.

WHAT DOES HOLLYWOOD WANT?
I think film schools serve as a good training ground, but there isn’t really a replacement for doing it.
—BRIAN GLAZER, PRODUCER, IMAGINE ENTERTAINMENT
This book isn’t about teaching you how to write. There are lots of other sources to help you with that part of the process. I will state, however, that the fastest, most time-honored way to learn structure and form is to take a favorite movie and, as you view it, type it out into a script. But if you’re reading this book, I assume you have already achieved the laudable goal of completing a screenplay. Congratulations on having written a movie on paper! Now you’re ready to ask the next logical question: “What do I do with this thing that I’ve written?” How will you realize your dreams of making a living as a writer in Hollywood with a chance to see your work on movie screens all over the world? That’s what this book is about.
One of the first realizations that arrivals to the movie capital of Planet Earth make is that despite having the world’s biggest stage, Hollywood is an amazingly insular place. Catch-22s abound, such as that “no one important will read your work unless you have an agent, and you can’t get an agent to read your work unless you are referred to them by somebody important who has already read your work.” So, as soon as you get here, intent on befriending anyone with access who will read your script, you discover that everybody seems to be a producer or working on a hot project. You feel as if you’re chasing your tail as you deal with some of these people, because, although they promise the moon, from them you see very little in terms of money or the all-important access to the real players of the town. It’s so hard to find out who is really who. Believe me, you will get frustrated as you try to cut through the miasma—“What’s up with this !%*$ town? What is really going on?”
I know exactly how you feel because I’ve been there, and I want to tell you right now that if you learn from your hard-knocks experiences and persevere, these early days in Hollywood will become war stories that you can share and laugh about later. As mentioned in the introduction, during my first ten years in the film business, I have co-produced one movie, sold outright one screenplay, taken on four production company and studio assignments, and optioned or “rented” my work to producers five times. What follows is my very first war story.

“WHAT JUST HAPPENED?”
I arrived in September and, several weeks later, landed my first pitch meeting at a production company based at Warner Brothers. The company had made two successful films in the past two years, one of which is still considered a minor classic. Initially I had used my film school alumni contacts and then the big-budget script I had just completed as a sample to get a meeting with the senior vice-president of the company. The VP told me right away that although they really liked (“loved!” is the way the exec put it) the script I’d written, the project was well out of their budget range. However, they had German funding for a science-fiction project in the $2.5–$3-million range for which they believed I might be perfect. So I was asked to come back in a week with three ideas based on the one-sentence “concept” for a story they had given me. To be honest, I have forgotten what the concept was, but I think it involved a single location in a futuristic, postapocalyptic society—people hiding in a warehouse with a killer android/alien/mutant on the loose. Something like that. Later I was to learn that a week is actually quite a lot of time by Hollywood standards, but back then it seemed incredibly cruel and short. Working frantically for five days and nights straight, I turned in my best three stories on time, then went home to bed and waited. And waited. One week and then two excruciating weeks of silence followed. And then, finally, the call came. It was early November. I suppressed tears of joy as the VP told me over lunch that they wanted to go forward with one of my story ideas. In fact, the contracts would be submitted to the production company’s business affairs department that very day; and I should anticipate a “deal by Christmas” that would pay me a total of $30,000 up front, in addition to an opportunity to earn a production bonus if my script was made into a movie. The VP smiled and said he intended to fast-track this project. We would get started as soon as the contracts were signed, most likely right after the New Year.
“Nope. It will never happen,” said the jaded veteran director who lived in my building. I had already lined up a young, aggressive entertainment lawyer to handle things from my side, and all was right with the world. A few days later my fiancée and I were on our way out to celebrate our good fortune when I ran into this director in the parking garage. “I know the chief accountant for the company. They’re dead broke over there.” “That isn’t what I’ve been told,” I said haughtily, while wondering to myself what this guy’s problem was. “We’re fine, so you’re fine,” was the gist of the phone conversation I had with the VP the next morning. I hung up feeling silly, but in the back of my mind I wondered if I had detected just a whiff of something in the executive’s power pep talk. Sure enough, the VP began to avoid calls from the lawyer and me in the ensuing weeks, before phoning me one morning in early December to say that no projects were going forward at this time. In fact, he was leaving the company, but he hoped we could find something to work on together where he was going. That was it.
Postscript: My deal never got off the tarmac, and the production company closed shop soon after, but the exec and I did indeed find another project to work on. Through this I learned the valuable lesson of never celebrating before the check clears, as well as to be a little more low-key (and a little less public) about any “success” I might have. I used to run into that director long after moving out of the building. “Hey, Mr. Deal by Christmas!” he would shout at me from across a crowded restaurant, guffawing and mock-toasting me with his water glass. (Avoiding his level of cynicism was another important lesson.) Later I discovered that the scenario of a production company promising more than it can deliver is well known to nearly all veteran screenwriters. But such a situation is hard to imagine until you’ve gone through it.

EFFORT, ACCESS, TIMING
The old saw that you must “know somebody” in Hollywood to succeed isn’t completely untrue. Having a famous relative does help, at least initially. Sooner or later you’ll be judged on your own merits. “Talent always wins out” my old film professor used to say. Success in Hollywood can be boiled down to a trilogy of components: Effort, Access, and Timing.
Effort is the diligence you exercise by writing every day, as well as by pursuing all the various career opportunities that may come your way.
Access comes from continually educating yourself about the process, then finding the right decision-makers who may be interested in your writing, and immersing yourself in their world.
Timing is about having the talent and skills to seize opportunities when they are presented. If you can combine timing with effort and access, you and your work can be in the right place in the right time.
Here’s a story of how I used and then failed to use these components. In my first year as a Hollywood writer, I worked long into the night to finish a new script (my second “Mr. Professional” project). This script incorporated everything I was learning about the craft, post–film school. That diligence paid off when I attended an industry screening of a new movie, and met an ambitious young assistant to a well-known director whose work I had long admired and felt very passionately about. That introduction or “access” led to drinks with the assistant whereby I pitched my new project. Not only did he like the pitch, but he agreed to read the script and liked that, too. Another hurdle was overcome a couple weeks later when the assistant called breathlessly one Friday morning to say, “I just pitched your project to my boss, and he’s interested. Get me a two- or three-page synopsis tomorrow so we can make his weekend reading.” Talk about great timing! But I had never done a truly professional synopsis of a script, and I didn’t have one ready with this particular project. So I struggled mightily over the next seventy-two hours to boil my movie first down to twelve, then six pages.
Early Monday morning I faxed a four-and-a-half page synopsis— two pages too long and two and a half days too late, as it turned out. When I called the assistant, he simply said, “Michael, you’re not ready for this,” and hung up. He was slow to return my subsequent calls, and then stopped all together. Clearly my efforts, while noble, were undercut by my inexperience. Thus I had failed to fully take advantage of an opportunity when it was presented. Of course, it’s quite possible that the director would have passed on the script based on my synopsis, but at least I would have been one more step further in the process. In the end, I at least took comfort in the fact that responsibility for this failure clearly rested on my own shoulders. That meant it was a lesson to heed and something that I could address. I spent the next two weeks writing formal synopses for all my preexisting work.
Make no mistake—it takes a certain kind of person to follow his or her dreams here in sunny California. Aside from cloudless skies and chronically pleasant weather—the thrill of pumping gas into your Ford Festiva while standing within ring-toss distance of Al Pacino, who does not drive a Festiva—Hollywood is a very tough place to make an easy living. The cost of living rivals New York and San Francisco. Many people have more than one job. Meanwhile, the craft of filmmaking is difficult to perfect—the results can be very unforgiving. And if the craft is unforgiving, the industry is even more brutal.
My First Hollywood Lessons
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1. Attend screenings and premieres where I might meet industry contacts. 
2. Know the market and make sure I’m offering a suitable project to my potential buyer. 
3. Follow instructions and recognize the importance of making my deadlines. 
4. Recognize my mistakes and take the time to correct them. 

PASSION VS. PA$$ION
Some writing that we writers do for the market may be less than satisfying creatively. However, no writer should feel compromised artistically just because he or she must pay bills or dues. Conversely, some writers can develop pa$$ion for a paycheck by writing exclusively what they think studios want to buy at the expense of fully realizing their craft with themes that resonate or ambitious characters that are fully fleshed out. While Hollywood screenwriting can be very lucrative financially, solely running to the whistle of money will guarantee neither career longevity nor satisfaction. That’s where passion comes in. Passion (not pa$$ion) is still caring about the end result even after you’ve completed draft after draft of a project. Passion means that you’re willing to “go back in” one more time to get it right. When financial concerns dictate what most studios and movie producers are willing to make, the most direct impact is on the filmmaker. First, we creatives delight in spinning words into images. Telling visual stories is our particular passion. And passion is what agents, producers, and executives alike seek out. It is a powerful ally in choosing the kind of projects you want to do and the kind of career you want to have. Passion is the manna of inspiration from heaven—a currency passed from writer to producer to executive, then director and actor, down the line from key grip and best boy to editor, on to the promotions department and, ultimately, to the viewing audience. And therein lies the rub.
Above all else, Hollywood is a business. Writers should always be aware of what’s going on in the market. Hollywood likes to couch the uncertainty that a new movie represents in as much financial security as possible. Go to any development meeting and you will quickly discover that producers and decision-makers crave track records and paradigms. They tend to go with established story elements from established writers. What this means for you, the writer trying to break in, is that it’s going to require a special effort on your part for any studio to be comfortable in taking a chance on you, the unknown quantity. But it can be done. Check out AFI’s list of “100 Greatest American Films” in Chapter 24, and you’ll notice a predominant trait that I mentioned before: uniquely personal stories that resonate with universal themes with which many audiences can identify. Take, for example,  Casablanca, written by Julius and Philip Epstein and Howard Koch. Here the personal sacrifice and moral dilemma of Humphrey Bogart’s cynical expatriate, Rick Blaine, is played out against a backdrop of idealism and patriotism. The result is a powerful perspective on war, as well as the best closing scene ever written.
So what does Hollywood want? Writers who can tap into their own life experience or perspective to create stories for a wide audience. Scripters who can accomplish that will quickly find a place here. Meanwhile, omitting such voice from one’s writing in a pursuit of pa$$ion may or may not result in short-term financial gain, but is guaranteed to produce long-term cynicism about the industry because following this path means you lose your grip on your beloved craft. That’s a perspective that no writer attempting to realize his or her dream of making movies can afford.
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SECTION 103: DEALING WITH REJECTION 
Advice on Rejection from a Seasoned, Award-Winning Writer 
How to Handle Rejection 
Revising Your Work in the Face of Rejection 
MATERIALS:
Teflon Ego the Size of Cleveland, and Bulletproof Underwear
EXTRA CREDIT READING:
Writing from the Inside Out by Dennis Palumbo
I’m sure it’s better than it sounds.
—A “FRIENDLY” PRODUCER, AFTER HEARING MY VERY FIRST PITCH
Don’t believe the hype. You don’t have to make a tremendous impact in your first year as a writer. Matt Damon and Ben Affleck’s Good Will Hunting was five years in the making. Tom Schulman’s Dead Poets Society was ten. Billy Bob Thornton spent nineteen years in the wilderness to get to  Sling Blade. Notice a pattern? The Greeks wish they had a mythology as elaborate as our star-studded, gold-paved Hollywood myths of instant success. There is the fantasy of Hollywood and the reality of Hollywood. In other words, don’t mistake Hollywood sizzle for steak. The reality of Hollywood requires patience and hard work. Lots of your favorite films were more than a decade in the making. On the real road to fame and riches, there are many, many potholes, and much rejection in them there Hollywood Hills, so much so, that I decided to include the section at the front of my book, just so you’ll think about this reality as you read the rest of the tips I share. Literally hundreds of people will say no, in the form of nondecisions and passes, for every one that says yes on your project. But even one “yes” can make for a successful career. Often luck happens when preparation meets opportunity.
ADVICE ON REJECTION FROM A SEASONED, AWARD-WINNING WRITER
Some of the best advice I received came early in my career from Emmy Award–winning writer Cynthia Cidre (Mambo Kings) who has more spent more than twenty years in the business. She recommended the following Hollywood timetable: “Five years for overnight success and ten years to have a career.” That’s because even after that initial affirmation of all your hard work, dedication, and talent, rejection will still remain a big part of the business. So, for any sort of longevity, you must glean what you can from the naysayers, and discard their rebukes. Admittedly, when Cynthia Cidre imparted her hard-earned wisdom to me, I remember thinking, “Five years? Yeah, right! Maybe for other people, but I’ve got an advanced degree and Master Plan.” But when, four years, nine months, and two days later, my first studio assignment came through following a string of small production company options and writing gigs, I heaved a huge sigh of relief and told myself I was right on track. A career in Hollywood is less a sprint than a marathon with intermittent bursts thrown in. That’s why the kamikaze approach—“I’ll blow into town for seven months while scoring up some meetings and big-money deals!”—is shortsighted. Writers should think about the big picture of what they want to accomplish, and then brace for the long haul. In practical terms you should definitely accept a midnight shift editing someone else’s opus—or the thousand-dollar option on your masterpiece—just to keep yourself working and in the game. So here are three things to take into account when planning out your career strategy: 
1. True-career building usually has a long, slow, logical progression that is more cyclical than linear. 
2. Many ups and downs can occur during the three to four years that the average movie requires to go from script to screen. 
3. Don’t be in a hurry. Perfect your craft. 
The business side never gets better. Only your craft improves.
—Ed Solomon, Writer, Men In Black

HOW TO HANDLE REJECTION
Rejection is a big part of the Hollywood landscape, but you can learn to deal with it. In fact, the sooner you do, the better off you’ll be. It’s a fact that upon achieving a certain proficiency with your work, you have zero control over the biblical pestilence of things that may go wrong—a three-picture deal hangs up in Legal Affairs, meanwhile the production company loses its development funding and your two-year deal is dead—or maybe a $46-million studio deal that would pay you $600,000 against $750,000 (the price paid for the project up front; “Against” refers to total additional monies paid if the screenplay is made into a movie) comes apart over $2 million for cable rights. Both war stories happened to me—and to just about anybody else you talk to here. The industry is a behemoth whose actions may feel crushing but are rarely personal. So when bad things happen, take a time-out. Get away from the situation as fast as you can. Yes, you have a lot riding on the result, but the sooner you gain perspective, the sooner you’ll be able to correct a problem or come back with a new action plan. Sounds easier said than done, doesn’t it? What follows is a quick story showing how I put the above into practice.
I once gave a new screenplay to a top producer with whom I had already worked. The producer called three weeks later, saying she would like to meet on the project. We did, and I walked away thinking we had a deal in the works. When none materialized, my agent couldn’t illuminate the situation beyond saying that “they [the producer and her company] are slammed over there. They’ll probably revisit the project in the spring.” A call to the producer was returned by her assistant, who verified what I’d been told. Of course, my first reaction was to seethe. This seemed to me like months and months of work and careful strategy apparently down the drain for seemingly unfathomable reasons out of my control. Instead of continuing to stew, I called an independent film producer friend who happened to live near Santa Monica. The script was
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