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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Look, nobody writes a book like this without a little trepidation. I’ll explain in greater detail later about exactly why I wrote this. But for now, I want you to understand that this is something I felt I had to do. Believe me, I enjoy watching The Donald fire wannabe execs just as much as most. I see the entertainment value in American Idol. But when these shows, and the likes of The Bachelor and Wife Swap and Are You Hot? consistently became the principal offerings from the handful of international conglomerates that control nearly everything we see on TV, I realized it was time to say something.
I came to Hollywood and started writing for television in 1988. That was right about where and when an explosion started, what can really only be described as a modern-day gold rush. The deregulation and consolidation of the media industry, along with record-breaking syndication revenues, fueled a virtual mania for scripted entertainment that quite literally made the TV writer one of the hottest commodities of our generation. The studios fought with one another for the opportunity to throw money at us. It was wild.
But every mania has a dark side. In 2001, the television business hit the skids, reality TV replaced scripted programming as the predominant form of television, and Sony, one of the world’s biggest studios and my employer at the time, fired many of its TV executives and folded its network television production division. My position as a coexecutive producer on Dawson’s Creek and working for Sony during this revolutionary time gave me a front-row seat to the upheaval in Hollywood.
Now, in order to fully appreciate this unreported chapter in the Hollywood story, you have to understand TV writers, our lives, and what it is precisely that we do. So along with a frank, ringside account of the rise and fall—and, I think, rebirth—of TV, I have set out to take you into our world. I have written in great detail about our craft, not what I learned in school, but what I learned on the set and in the story room. I’ll take you to those places, as well as pitch meetings and casting sessions and backstage on shows you know and love. I’ll share with you what it feels like to see your name on the screen, to see stories taken from your life—your personal Wonder Years—performed for tens of millions of people all around the globe. I’ll take you behind the scenes and into a world where high-powered careers, entire networks—billions of dollars—ride on the fleeting whim of a twentysomething writer.
This is a tale few know, fewer talk about, and no one writes about. I do not claim to present an entirely objective or exhaustive history of Hollywood. My account is a personal one. This is the story of television, the story of the television writer, and this is also my story.
—Jeffrey Stepakoff

April 2007


“Mr. Sarnoff next gave a little talk, in which he cheerfully, and with enormous self-effacement, admitted that the real problem of television was not its mechanical vagaries but finding programs for it when it finally gets ironed out.”
—E. B. WHITE,The New Yorker, 1936
CNN Reporter: “A cliché in Hollywood is ‘She was so dumb she slept with the screenwriter’—they’re at the bottom of the totem pole. Do you think that’s still true?”

Robert McKee:“If I were an aspiring actress trying to get ahead today, I’d sleep with a TV writer.”
—CNN, 2004

ONE
Billion-Dollar Kiss
“Content is king.”
—SUMNER REDSTONE


In 1999, at the end of a summer that was hot even by L.A. standards, I sat in the story room with the other Dawson’s Creek writers and tried to keep my panic in check. When you write one-hour TV—feeding the massive apparatus that produces a $2.5 million mini-movie every six days, day in and day out—you are certainly accustomed to round-the-clock doses of heart-thumping, stomach-churning, no-way-in-hell-will-we-make-the-deadline anxiety. But the panic that gripped the writing staff on Dawson’s Creek this particular day was a special kind—an unforgettable kind.
To say that the show was starting to sink would be polite; at this point at the beginning of Season Three, we were already deep, deep, underwater. When I was hired onto the writing staff a few weeks earlier, Dawson’s Creek was the hottest show on television. Oh, word was out around town that “The Creek was a crazy place to work” and “Dawson’s was a nightmare, beware!” But every writer heard those decrees about every show in town. I mean, unless you were lucky enough to work for Phil Rosenthal on Everybody Loves Raymond, nicknamed by writers as “Everybody Loves Everybody,” you knew you’d inevitably put up with a certain amount of insanity if you took a staff gig. That was a given. But the truth is, I had no idea what I was signing up for. I don’t think any of the writers really did.
We had been called into the Room to break story, as was our habit; but on this particular day, we had been called much earlier than was our habit. The mind-numbing sound of smashing metal at the body shop on Olympic and Barrington, which our story room overlooked, hadn’t even started yet. Like small animals able to sense an oncoming natural disaster, we knew from the position of the sun, the ubiquitous Venti-sized cups, and the alarming quiet, we were officially entering Crisis Mode. One of our bosses, executive producer Paul Stupin, paced the cagelike conference room, a nervous mother hen encouraging every idea that hatched from the writing staff. “I love it! I love it!” was shouted at even the most inane story ideas. You had to feel for the guy. A former suit who’d made his name developing 90210, Paul openly displayed that special breed of nurturing enthusiasm endemic to nonwriting producers—he had authority and responsibility, but ultimately his fortunes would be determined by the skills of the other eight people in the room, the writers.
Two of these other eight people were also both our bosses—and they were completely at odds with each other. Part of this was simply a difference in sensibility. Coming off Party of Five, coexecutive producer Tammy Ader wanted us to do touching stories where Dawson saved the creek from industrial pollution. Coming off The X Files, executive producer Alex Gansa wanted us to do dark stories about a promiscuous girl named Eve. The more the new writing showrunners would disagree, the more anxiously enthusiastic the nonwriting showrunner would become. In the center of this mad triangle sat the new writing staff, aimlessly pitching anything and everything, looking for direction, and wondering what the hell Sony, our studio, was thinking when they created this scenario.
Kevin Williamson, the creator, had just “left” the series because, in his own words to Entertainment Weekly, he was “starting to crash and burn.” The rest of his writing staff (with one exception) had also “left.” The ratings were falling. The viewers were disgusted with the campy and arbitrary story lines. As one critic put it, fans felt that the zeitgeist-hip Dawson’s Creek was fast becoming “a stagnant pond.” And the actors—James Van Der Beek, Katie Holmes, Josh Jackson, Michelle Williams—were miserable. Some of them weren’t speaking to each other, which made writing scenes where they had to work together quite challenging. Some of them just flat-out refused to do the material we were giving them. I’d never even heard of anything like this before. Oh, and when they soon got wind of our “edgy” new story arch—Pacey and Jen (Josh and Michelle) becoming “bump buddies,” having a purely sexual romp in a bathroom stall at school—the actors literally threatened mutiny, what one writer would later call “the Coup.” Urgent calls went in to agents. Emergency visits were made to executive offices.
On this particular morning in the Dawson’s Creek story room, we knew that if we didn’t come up with a smart, respectable story line that had some drive, the WB, our network, was going to shut down production. What was Sony thinking? How did such a promising new show go south so fast? And was there even a chance that the forces gathered in the Room could save Dawson’s Creek…not to mention ourselves?
 
It’s impossible to explain what it was like to be a television writer in Hollywood in 1999, or why Dawson’s Creek was in grave trouble, without explaining the money. Even in its most prudent days, it’s hard to imagine a more speculative business than television. The traditional model has always been that the studios deficit-finance their shows, eating substantial losses on the pilots that never air and the series that get canceled, because the occasional hit more than pays for all those failures when it’s sold into syndication. But in the nineties, hit TV shows became so wildly valuable—more than a billion dollars in revenue for shows like ER and Friends, by some accounts more than $3 billion for Seinfeld—that the studios essentially disregarded costs and started doing just about anything to make sure their shows got and stayed on the air.
Combined with all the new networks and channels in need of programming, this created a wild seller’s market for TV writers, making us the focus of a feeding frenzy that rivaled even the irrational exuberance for dot-com stocks simultaneously underway in the equity markets. Never before in the history of Hollywood—arguably, in the history of American industry—had so many twenty-and thirtysomethings made so much money so fast. Assessing a writer’s level of skill is always a matter of subjectivity on some level. But due to the unique market forces at play during this time, the time-honored fundamentals used to determine our value were thrown out the window. The entire negotiation process started to ignore what a writer had done and focus on what a writer might do. Cool suddenly had tremendous cachet. Hip became currency. Kids right out of school were given a quarter million dollars a year to write TV. And any writer with a track record of any kind, like Alex Gansa, was suddenly an extremely valuable commodity, particularly in the hands of the Creative Artists Agency (CAA), who got Alex a mid-seven-figure deal to work on Dawson’s—a show that he openly loathed.
 
The anxiety was escalating in the Dawson’s Creek story room. Tammy Ader stood at one of the five large dry-erase boards mounted on the walls and wrote all sorts of words in a wide variety of cheerful colors. “Pretty in Pink Story!” “Risky Business Part 2!” “Pacey Gets Motorcycle, à la Rebel w/o a Cause.” Whenever the story process hits a speed bump, TV writers will often pitch classic paradigms—also known as movies we might be able to rip off. Paul’s cheerleading efforts for the possible story lines just made Alex even more disheartened. It’s not that he was above stealing from movies. TV writers on deadline will shamelessly pilfer just about anything for inspiration. Current events, bible stories, the sex lives of interns are all fair game for next week’s show. Alex hated the tone of Tammy’s stories. He championed mysteries, crime stories, and characters that weren’t quite like what you’d find on the network that aired Felicity and 7th Heaven. “I sold out,” was the explanation Alex oft offered the writing staff as to why he took the Dawson’s job. “Sony backed the Brink’s truck up to my front door and started dumping money until I just couldn’t say no anymore.”
As the day progressed and the story process did not, moving from constructive dialectic into something less collegial, twenty-seven-year-old Greg Berlanti, a former movie producer’s assistant who had just started writing TV the year before, said something that changed all our lives: “Pacey kisses Joey.”
What? I remember thinking. “You can’t do that. Joey is Dawson’s girl. Remember, they are soul mates, and that is the closest thing we have to a franchise around here.”
But Greg was so impassioned, as was his usual state, that he jumped up, grabbed a cheerful color marker from Tammy, and drew a triangle on one of the boards, writing “Pacey” at one point, “Joey” at another, “Dawson” at another. “No, I’m serious,” he said. “Pacey kisses Joey. Think about it!”
And that’s when it hit me. Of course! A love triangle. Heresy is exactly what the show needed. Not only did we have a story, we had a story engine, a dramatic problem that would create many other stories. There had been a love triangle on the show before, between Dawson, Jen, and Joey. There had once even been a kiss between Joey and Pacey. But these stories never went anywhere. As one person closely affiliated with the series put it, “Those ideas were floating around in the ether; Greg pulled them out and focused on them.” For the first time, we had a series. The Katie Holmes–Josh Jackson Kiss, the love triangle it created, and the stories that it bore drove the show to 128 episodes, six seasons, and international acclaim.
The Kiss also seemed to justify this new formula for valuing writers on their future potential. For its speculative investment of a few hundred grand in Greg, Sony now had the potential to realize a billion-dollar return. The bigger issue, though, was how many other Gregs were not providing a comparable return? What the studios were about to discover was that even with the occasional billion-dollar kiss, by the time you figured in the costs of all the other Gregs on all the other struggling shows that did not pay off, and added all that to all the enormous unproductive deals like Alex’s, and added all that to the costs of producing all these failed series and failed pilots, the business model had become flawed. In fact, it was so flawed that our studio, Sony, would soon settle or just pay off much of their $75 million in TV writer deals, fire seventy of their prime-time TV executives and employees, and drop out of the broadcast television business.
At the beginning of the new millennium, studios and production companies all across Hollywood, in their hunger for hit shows, flirted with disaster. They would soon learn that the formula for creating a hit—some combination of talent, passion, and luck—was as elusive and ephemeral as true love’s kiss. It was something that money alone, even in great quantities, could not buy. On the day Dawson’s Creek was saved, the entire television industry was teetering on the verge of insolvency, and we didn’t yet know it. But we were about to find out. Our careers, our lives, and the nature of entertainment would never be the same.


TWO
Bochco’s Blood
“Television! Teacher, mother, secret lover.”
—HOMER SIMPSON


I was living in Pittsburgh in January 1988, finishing my graduate work in playwriting at Carnegie Mellon University, when I met my first real television writer, John Wells. Until that point, my carefully constructed life plan had been the same as all good playwriting students: get my degree, move to New York, find a roach-infested apartment, and start writing black-box theater. But after meeting Wells, I began to realize that writing and starvation did not necessarily have to go hand in hand. This meeting began a sequence of events that led to my first television writing assignment.
Wells graduated from Carnegie in 1979. He worked in motion picture marketing and production, produced some plays, and had just recently started to focus on television. After writing a few scripts for Shell Game in 1987, Wells was working as an executive story editor on a half-hour film show called Just in Time. He came back to CMU to lecture the graduate students in the drama department about working in the entertainment industry.
In a telling sign of the times, however, Wells’s arrival was not met with a stampede of résumé-shoving, wide-eyed young students. Sure, some curiosities were piqued, mainly those of the diligent, the unwavering note-takers determined to absorb every ounce of the education for which we were soon assuming decades of debt. But as far as I can remember, no one was running around saying “I have to meet this guy. I have to hear how I can get started in Hollywood.” This was partially a function of the murkiness surrounding television writing, and partially due to the fact that in 1988, especially for drama students, it was uncool even to watch TV, let alone consider working for it. You see, we were artists! We were studying Shepard and Mamet and Brecht. Those of us who watched the occasional Cosby episode kept it to ourselves.
Nonetheless, we were all required to attend Wells’s lecture. With a sort of big-brother charisma that at once exudes authority and camaraderie, John described a world in which sets were built, just like in the theater, but not taken down after a handful of performances. He discussed how a new kind of quality television—like a powerful drama that would air on ABC in a few weeks called China Beach—was becoming more and more popular. And he hinted at a coming conflict between Hollywood writers and the studios that were growing increasingly frustrated with the writers’ demands for a bigger piece of what they created. When someone asked Wells about the kind of money writers earned, he didn’t miss a beat: “Look, there are three hundred people making a product for three hundred million. Writers are paid accordingly.” That this sounded very much like a negotiating position was lost on most of us present at the time.
By the end of the lecture, even the most committed theater students were intrigued, both with Wells and the place he described—a place where he said writers were not only respected, but needed. After that lecture, I couldn’t get this place out of my mind.
Over the next few weeks, I stayed in touch with Wells, elevating myself, I believe, from annoying student to obsessive wannabe. During this time I also began searching for others who might actually be able to help me find a way to pay the rent by writing. I went to the dean’s office and found a newsletter put out by the drama department’s West Coast alumni. I riffled through the recent accomplishments of the school’s luminaries, recognizing pretty quickly that most of them, such as Holly Hunter, Ted Danson, or Jack Klugman, would have very little use for me. Then I came across the name of a former playwriting student who, in my wildest dreams, I hoped might at least talk to me. My professor wrote a recommendation that I mailed along with my earnest letter of introduction, and a few days later Steven Bochco’s assistant called, saying he’d be happy to meet me.
On Monday, February 22, 1988, I arrived in Los Angeles. No one ever forgets his or her first time flying into the L.A. basin. The implausible sight of ten thousand square miles of concrete—what was not so long ago an entire desert—paved and plumbed, lit up like some great endless movie premiere, with little regard for fault lines, geographic constraints, or limitations of any kind, imparts a devil-may-care sense of possibility. The effect is heightened by the first action taken by most who land at LAX: turning back watches. This gives the distinct impression that coming to Los Angeles has somehow cheated time. Indeed, one arrives in L.A. feeling younger.
On Wednesday, February 24, I drove up to the 20th Century Fox main gate on Pico in my subcompact rental, my mullet perfectly blown dry, as was the fashion (business in the front, creative in the back). I found my allotted parking place and stepped out of the car. Carrying the slim leather briefcase that my mom gave me when I started a job in advertising three years earlier, and wearing the blue suit I had worn to a Macy’s buyer training program interview three and a half years earlier, I looked suspiciously like Michael J. Fox in The Secret of My Success. (Okay, I looked like someone trying to look like that.) Walking across the lot, gaping at the palms and fake sets, the soundstages and celebrities, my rep tie flapping in the Santa Ana breeze might as well have been a banner that read, FRESH OFF THE BOAT. Nevertheless, everyone I passed smiled at me. Not just because they knew I would soon find out that no one wears suits like that on the lot except agents—and I was certainly no agent—but because L.A. loves, or more precisely, respects, the neophyte. For that overdressed kid with the silly haircut can literally be your boss by the next fall television season, and an industry titan the next. But I’m getting ahead of myself…
Steven’s office was in a legendary bungalow deep in the backlot dubbed “the Old Writers Building,” which I soon learned was a reference not to the forty-four-year-old Bochco, but to the indentured contract writers who toiled for the studio during the thirties and forties. I sat in Steven’s outer office, my legs crossed, perspiring like a bar mitzvah boy on the big day. Steven’s assistant, Marilyn, offered me some water, or rather, a choice of many different kinds of water. (Who knew there were so many different kinds of water!?) This made me perspire even more. As I opened a sparkling Crystal Geyser, I was instructed that, “He’s ready for you.” I stood, adjusted my tie, wiped the sweat from my brow, and entered his office.
And there in front of me, talking on the telephone, was the writer whose new series, L.A. Law, had just swept the Emmys, arguably the most important person in the entire television business—wearing Keds, jeans, and a T-shirt that read ENTERTAINMENT PROFESSIONAL.
Bochco put the phone down, turned to me, and said something that I would come back to again and again: “Hey, kid, what do you think a pint of my blood is worth?”
Steven explained to me that he had just accepted a new series development deal with ABC, but before it could be finalized the network wanted to take out an insurance policy on his life. Evidently, after the nurse took Steven’s blood, it was somehow lost. And now ABC wanted more. He told me that he felt like he had given enough blood to networks over the years, and that this time he was gonna make ’em pay. He was joking, of course. Well, mostly.
This was not the first time I’d heard about Steven’s deal. It had gotten a tremendous amount of media coverage. The landmark deal called for Bochco to develop ten shows over eight years. The trades and other press reported the widely rumored terms of the deal: It would pay him $10 million and he would retain ownership of the shows, so that whatever profit they earned after their initial broadcast would be his. The town was abuzz. The Los Angeles Times ran a story entitled STEVEN BOCHCO, THE $10-MILLION MAN. Eyebrows were raised. This was an unprecedented deal. But, in fact, it was more unprecedented than most knew.
The entire deal had a veil of secrecy around it. The American Broadcasting Company was so concerned that the precise terms of the Bochco deal would get out that it even refused to send the contract to the State Mutual Life Assurance Company, which needed to see it in order to write a disability policy for Steven. ABC and the insurance company went back and forth on this for weeks. Finally, when State Mutual flatly refused to write a policy on a contract that it wasn’t allowed to see, insurance executive Ralph Diller flew out from Boston, drove onto the 20th Century lot, was escorted by a guard to a secure room, searched, and left alone with the contract for three hours. Afterward, his handwritten notes were examined and he was allowed off the lot.
State Mutual ended up writing a $20 million policy for five years to insure ABC’s investment. Clearly, this was no $10 million over eight years deal. (Years later, Time would put it closer to $50 million.) Throughout his years of providing special risk and unusual coverage policies for entertainment professionals and athletes, Ralph Diller had never encountered this kind of “extraordinary secrecy” before. What was ABC so concerned about? What was in that contract that was so sensitive? “Trade secrets,” was the explanation given to the insurance company. Perhaps ABC was concerned about the precedent they were setting. Perhaps they were concerned that other writers might start demanding more money and, even worse, greater profit participation. Just a couple of years earlier, the Writers Guild of America had gone on strike for more participation in the revenue streams of what they were creating. That strike ended terribly for them, but another one was shaping up, and this one looked like it could be epic. Perhaps the contract was so sensitive because the times were so sensitive. It wouldn’t be long before a $10 million deal would barely be headlines, but in 1988 it was a shitload of money to give a TV writer. Perhaps ABC was trying to keep the floodgates closed.
Steven and I had a great meeting. We talked about Carnegie and writing and shows we liked. He agreed with me that thirtysomething, his Emmy competition, was good but said he couldn’t do something like that because “the brushstrokes were too small.” By the end he offered me a PA (production assistant) position when I graduated. As relieved as I was to have a respectable offer of employment, I couldn’t stop thinking about his question and what it really meant to be a TV writer. What is the value of a TV writer’s blood? Here was this affable man, dressed like a playwright, who wrote what he wanted, controlled what he wrote—hell, who owned what he created—a man so vital, so essential to the creative process that his very being had to be insured. What little I knew about Hollywood suggested that the contract writers who once occupied Steven’s office in the Old Writer’s Building, no matter how talented, were not this irreplaceable. Pretty much everything I (and everyone else) knew about TV writers was based on The Dick Van Dyke Show, and I sure couldn’t imagine Rob Petrie owning his own series, not to mention running his own production company. Even a clueless fresh-off-the-boat kid could see that things were changing for the Hollywood writer.
After that meeting, I knew with certainty what I wanted to do with my life. Perhaps it was this ultimate control over the creative process that I found so appealing. Or perhaps it was the fact that a writer of television could dare merely to entertain thoughts about valuating his heart. What is the worth of a man’s blood when that man is directly responsible for some of popular culture’s greatest works, as well as more than a billion dollars in revenue? (And is a pound of his flesh any less valuable when this man is responsible for the likes of Cop Rock?) How do you place a price on what runs through the veins of a TV writer?
Bochco’s question could not have been more prescient; for this would soon become the central issue in Hollywood.
Later that afternoon, I drove over the hill and met with Wells on the Warners lot. It was raining outside that day, and I was drenched as I entered his small office. It may have been my aggressively eager manner, or my dripping blue suit and rep tie, or the fact that I was simply wearing a suit and tie, but Wells spent most of the meeting kind of laughing at me. I fired off question after question until John finally told me to relax and explained that the best way to break into television writing was to find a show that I liked and write a sample episode, a “spec” script. When I was finished with it, he said, I could send it to him.
I don’t know if Wells was trying to get me off his back or if he really thought I’d do it, but when I got back to Pittsburgh I put most of my theater work on the back burner, tolerated the teasing from my classmates, and started watching television.
 
Okay, I confess. This was not the first time I had watched television. This was not the first time I had watched a lot of television. The truth is, I knew the names of all the Sweathogs. I continued to watch Happy Days even after Fonzie jumped the shark. I could hum the complete theme songs to The Streets of San Francisco, The Rockford Files, and S.W.A.T. I proudly carried my Starsky & Hutch lunchbox to school. “Kiss my grits,” “Dynomite,” “Da Plane, Da Plane,” “Book ’em, Danno,” and “Good night, John Boy” were all part of the lexicon of my youth. And while Daisy Duke, Jaime Sommers, and Julie the Cruise Director certainly inspired much of the “must-see TV” of their day, I thought Valerie Bertinelli, with her winged and feathered locks, was the most definite evidence of a divine force in the universe I had ever seen. The truth is, I was raised on television. From The Courtship of Eddie’s Father to Maude, from Mary Tyler Moore to M*A*S*H, TV entertained me and taught me. For better or worse, television was my first, and I’m sure my most influential, window on the world.
Now of course, my intimate relationship with television was not an oddity. Kids all over my neighborhood watched with a similar zeal. Although in the late seventies about 75 million American households had television, the most loyal and fastest-growing audience was young people. When I grew up, kids all across this country embraced their small screens with an ardency that made social critics wary, laid the seeds for sweeping conservative advocacy, and generally scared the bejesus out of parents. The only three possible contenders for our attention—sports, comics, and the opposite sex—could never ultimately usurp the supreme place that television had in our lives. TV in the seventies was as dependable and accessible as a best friend. One late-show comedian ruminating on his own obsession with television remembered the day his frustrated father asked him which he liked better, TV or his dad. The kid’s response: “Which channel?”
However, even though we were committed to watching television with an unrivaled passion, it never occurred to the vast majority of us that making television was a viable career option. I certainly didn’t know any TV writers. I didn’t even know anyone who knew anyone who was writing in Hollywood. When I grew up, kids didn’t tell their parents, “I want to be the next Norman Lear.” An expressed interest in being an astronaut was met with much less skepticism than a desire to write for show business. In fact, kids would dream of being Steve Austin, a former astronaut who became the Six Million Dollar Man, before they’d consider being a Hollywood writer. We’d sooner dream of being Oscar Goldman than William Goldman.
In 1979, I wrote my first play for extra credit in tenth-grade drama class, a suspicious act, I suppose, not so much for the play’s odd amalgamation of Tom Robbins–esque dialogue and Cat Stevens music, but rather because this was the one class in which I actually maintained a regular A. That was the same year my anxious parents took me to a private guidance counselor who administered the Motivational Appraisal of Personal Potential (MAPP) Assessment. This test, given to a lot of wayward youth in the seventies, determined what my parents and teachers had suspected: I was best suited for a “creative” profession. The test then matched me with several creative careers for which I would be best suited, such as iron fabricator, brick mason, mechanical illustrator, and advertising copywriter.
I imagine the main reasons the tests and the counselors who administered them overlooked TV writer as an option for kids like me was mainly because it was such an obscure profession. Most of the young people who really knew anything about it in the seventies already had family members in show business or grew up around it in Los Angeles. I’m sure Bochco’s father, who was a concert violinist, wasn’t too surprised to discover his son’s interest in an artistic career. Consider David Kohan and Max Mutchnick, future creators of Will & Grace, who learned about television as they literally grew up on Hollywood soundstages. David’s father, Buz, was a well-known TV writer who wrote for shows like Happy Days, The Odd Couple, and The Carol Burnett Show. Max’s mom was a marketing exec on the Paramount lot. Lost creator J. J. Abrams’s parents produced TV movies. Buffy creator Joss Whedon’s dad was actually a TV writer. He wrote for many series while Joss was growing up, including Benson, Alice, and The Golden Girls. Even Joss’s grandfather wrote TV, including The Dick Van Dyke Show, The Donna Reed Show, and Leave It to Beaver. TV writers lived and worked in a close-knit esoteric community, in many ways figurative and literal, as a tight family.
The primary way the few outsiders found out about the field and gained access to it was through a handful of select collegiate organizations that maintained strong ties to alumni in Hollywood. The Harvard Lampoon, an undergraduate humor organization that produced a satirical magazine, was the most notable. After brave Harvard students like Andy Borowitz, a former president of The Lampoon, laid a beachhead in Hollywood in the early eighties, before creating The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, many other “Lampoonys” followed, like Paul Simms, who would create NewsRadio, and Bill Oakley and Josh Weinstein, who would executive produce The Simpsons.
Meanwhile, the rest of us kind of stumbled toward Hollywood. Our arms out, reaching through the fog, we followed an inner compass that, despite being overlooked by aptitude tests and our caregivers’ attempts to recalibrate it, always, instinctively, pointed to magnetic west.
Before stumbling into Wells, Bochco, and others who I would learn were key members of the growing “West Coast Drama Clan,” Carnegie Mellon’s answer to the Harvard Lampoon, I focused my attention on playwriting. After gaining admission to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill with help from its drama department, I spent much of my college years writing plays. You see, in the absence of film and TV writing classes, playwriting filled a void. Drama departments in the eighties were fertile little islands for writers. Plays were regularly produced. Clubs quietly flourished. Drama departments offered a training ground where students could take chances, make mistakes, and safely find their voices as writers.
UNC had a radio, television, and motion-picture department, but with its roots in radio and public broadcasting, the department seemed, well, dusty. And television studies as a proper course of study just didn’t exist in any meaningful way at this time, mainly because the medium was not deemed worthy of study. Learning about television as a vehicle to deliver news and information was one thing. But studying TV shows in a critical and scholarly context was viewed as only slightly less ridiculous than studying the crafts that enabled one to create them. Aside from the fact that no one in mainstream academia had the pedagogical or professional skill set to teach such courses, it would have been career suicide for a tenure-track professor to try to convince a dean that Sitcom Writing 101 had merit. This was the scenario at colleges all across the country. With the exception of a handful of specialty schools in L.A. and New York—Cal Arts, AFI, the film schools at NYU, Columbia, USC, and UCLA—the few film and television departments that existed at universities were out of their element when it came to nurturing and training young writers.
Writing programs in general were not high on the agenda of academic administrators in the eighties. For that matter, virtually all the liberal arts were avoided like a plague by student bodies across this country. Another reason so few people were thinking about a career writing in Hollywood is because, in the eighties, it appeared that there was only one career worth having—and it was not in Hollywood, it was on Wall Street. In fact, 20 percent of all enrolled college students in 1980 were business or management majors, nearly double the amount just ten years earlier. In 1962, English was the most popular major at the University of Michigan. In 1982, economics was number one.
There was a fever going around campuses, and it was hard not to catch it. Ronald Reagan—the former head of the Screen Actors Guild who turned in suspected communists in Hollywood—had just been elected president. The Young Republicans were easily the most popular group on campus. Whatever angry protest was coming from the Sandinista card table in front of the student union was inevitably drowned out by legions of preppy, National Review–wielding econ majors. There was no Jack Kerouac or Ken Kesey. The voices of my generation were Jay McInerney and Bret Easton Ellis, with their tales of fantastic wealth and excess. From Joel Goodsen in Risky Business to Alex Keaton in Family Ties to Bud Fox in Wall Street, the message was crystal clear: “Greed is good.”
As my own senior year approached, it didn’t take long for me to realize that dramatic writing was not a critical part of the skill set most desired by campus recruiters. Not that I wanted to work on Wall Street. I didn’t. What I really wanted to do was simply feed myself by writing. If that eccentric endeavor didn’t work out, I figured a living doing something creative would suit me just fine. As much as I appreciated the drama department for helping me attain access to an excellent education, it was clear that a major from the department was not going to go very far to help pay for that education. Journalism, with a concentration in advertising, seemed a responsible and palatable compromise. Advertising was the de rigueur occupation of the day for creative types. It did not conflict with the findings of the high school MAPP test. My parents were relieved. And I figured I’d be like Tad Allagash, the partying ad man in Bright Lights, Big City.
But six months into my purportedly enviable job at Ogilvy & Mather advertising, I took off my Vuarnets and realized—this is work. Though the yuppie trappings were shameless fun, I could not get past the sense that this was not just a transitory adventure. This was My Life, and for the first time since birth I could now see the rest of it. There were suits and ties and eating cereal out of a coffee mug on the way to an office with sealed windows and work that was fine and respectable but that, I’m sorry, I did not want to be doing. Something was absent from this life. I realized I missed my beret-wearing, clove cigarette–smoking drama colleagues. I longed to be in a class that started with the phrase, “Let’s close the door and pull our seats into a circle.” But mainly, I missed the writing. I missed it so much that I was willing to trade knowing with a high degree of certainty what tomorrow was going to be like for a shot at more time to write. So somewhere between standing on the racetrack at Talladega passing out Hardee’s hats and composing copy about the safety of an insecticide whose active ingredient was made in Bhopal, I decided to apply to grad schools. I was accepted at AFI, Columbia, and Carnegie. I chose the last because of the focus on playwriting that seemed, at the time, familiar. In the summer of 1986, bucking the almost universally accepted wisdom of the time, and with my mother standing on the front lawn crying, I left my $17,000-a-year hard-won job in the Real World and drove off to be a writer.
 
A good argument can be made that modern television was invented while I was in college—at least that’s how I felt as I followed Wells’s advice and looked for a show to write in the spring of 1988.
The programming from the 1987–88 television season that came over the nineteen-inch glass tube in my little apartment in Pittsburgh was better than anything being written for the American theater. This is not hyperbole. The Slap Maxwell Story, thirtysomething, The Days and Nights of Molly Dodd, The Wonder Years, Frank’s Place, Hooperman, A Year in the Life, Crime Story, China Beach, the shows that aired the season I finished graduate school, led a widespread renaissance that redefined mass entertainment. The term “boob tube” suddenly wasn’t so accurate. These new, so-called quality shows were thought-provoking, revolutionary, and culturally and socially resonant; they shared many of the qualities one might apply to a critical and common definition of (dare I use the A word?) art. And although these shows focused on different subjects and had broadly disparate points of view, they all had something fundamental in common: They were all created and led by writers, writers who had been given uncommon amounts of creative leeway.
Perhaps an even better argument can be made that modern television actually reached a popular critical mass around 1988 but, in fact, was invented on January 15, 1981, the night Hill Street Blues premiered. This is a show that Bochco and Michael Kozoll would only agree to develop and run if they were given complete creative freedom, something fairly rare for a TV writer at that time. Fred Silverman, NBC’s president, acquiesced. With its hard-hitting cinema verité realism, fast pacing, and interwoven story lines, Hill Street literally broke all the rules and established a new model for the television show, a model that influences nearly all quality episodic dramas today.
Until this time, TV writers made their two-dimensional characters move around like chess pieces. Characters were forced to service a story with its predicable car chases and fourth-act resolutions. The good guys always won. Wrongs were always righted. But in Hill Street, character motivated story, as opposed to the other way around. Bochco and his writing staff created stories by asking “What would Renko do? What would Furillo do? How would these characters really behave in this kind of situation?” The results created honest storytelling that was rough around the edges and often unresolved. Just like in real life, anything could happen.
While Hill Street (which was based on life in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, a place I can assure you most Carnegie Mellon students spent as little time in as possible) was a critical darling, it was never really a popular success. Most people I knew could easily hum the hit theme song but rarely watched the actual series. Nevertheless, the show laid the groundwork for a new kind of television. Syracuse professor Robert J. Thompson refers to this new form of TV as “writer-based” drama. Although I didn’t know it at the time, the year I began to focus on a career in television was right at the dawn of what Thompson calls “the second golden age of television.” Cagney & Lacey, St. Elsewhere, L.A. Law, Moonlighting—some of TV’s greatest shows were created during this era, laying the groundwork for many more to come. And it wasn’t just dramas. In the spring of 1987 a fourth television network, the Fox Broadcasting Company, launched several irreverent comedies, including Married…With Children and The Simpsons, that not only broke the molds but were wildly popular, too—the former ran for eleven seasons and the latter is still in production. Before long, it wouldn’t be so “uncool” to watch—or aspire to write—television.
This new kind of television not only changed the product, it changed the way the product was made. Shows began to be developed not just around the performing talent, but around the writer. Network executives stopped thinking strictly about what kind of show they needed in a particular slot, and focused more on writers with whom they wanted to be in business. Studio executives began to concern themselves first and foremost with the showrunner—the writing executive producer—and later with what show would actually be run. About the time I wrote my first TV spec script, “What is the price of a writer’s blood?” was being pondered with increasing urgency in executive suites all across Hollywood. The question became a sort of theme for the approaching train wreck between the writers and the studios.
I chose Molly Dodd as the show I wanted to spec. A darker half-hour version of Ally McBeal, I loved the writing on the show and thought its tone was similar to the kind of work I was doing in my playwriting classes. And I saw playwright Eric Overmyer’s name in the credits. I wrote a script in about a week and mailed it to Wells. He mailed it back with encouraging notes a few days later. I addressed the notes, sent it back to Wells and soon received word that he wanted to send it around to some agents. A few days later I learned that two of the agencies wanted to meet with me, one of which was the William Morris Agency. I was ecstatic. After quickly riffling through my cassettes to find the appropriate music—I think I settled on a Grateful Dead bootleg—I jumped up and down in my bedroom for quite some time. On May 15, 1988, I graduated. On May 16, I left for Los Angeles.
Several of my friends pointed out that what had
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