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What follows is a tale about transformation. About a Hollywood conglomerate taking a small, sleepy segment of the film industry and making it the most profitable sector of motion pictures.

It’s also about how the people who worked in that sector coped with change. And how the labor organization that represented them dealt with the corporatism and greed that grew out of the transformation.
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Foreword

With Mouse in Orbit, Steve Hulett begins the second part of his reminiscences on his career in Hollywood, much of it as the business agent of the Animation Guild, Local 839, I.A.T.S.E. He became our business agent during a period of unprecedented growth and transition not just at his former job at the Disney studio, but for all the animation business itself.

While I was an animator at Walt Disney and Dreamworks, I had the pleasure of serving with Steve Hulett as president of the Animation Guild for nine years. We battled in negotiations together, walked picket lines and demonstrated together, represented Hollywood animation at national conventions together.

Characteristically, Hulett downplays his own role in events, but he came into union management during a crucial time. Since the big strike of 1982, our union local had shrunk to a point where not many were even aware what a union was or did, except demand to be paid dues. Many of our aging union officials, being of the generation who built the movement and understood what it was like before, grew tired of lecturing newcomers why they needed to support it. They mostly withdrew to their offices, smoked cigars, and handed out fines if you didn’t pay your dues. The media portrayed unions as ignorant thugs who were in the pay of the Mob. This attitude alienated many up-and-comers like myself. Our New York local business agent once told me: “You kids would sell yourselves for peanuts if I let ya.” By 1985 the New York animation local had disintegrated, our old Chicago local not even a memory, and the LA local was in none too better shape. Young Steve Hulett defeating the old incumbent business agent seemed like a new chapter had been turned, the old guard at last yielding to the new.

The old saying in town is, “ It’s not called Show Art. It’s Show Business.” Movies and TV production have always been a for-profit business with pretentions to being art. Animation in particular encouraged young talents to feel like they were special, coming out of art schools propagating a lot of post ’60s art-for-art-sake platitudes, then seating you in an assembly line to crank out footage with mechanical monotony. For every person who wanted to make art, there were ten others who wanted to make money off you while you made art. You spent your life striving to be the best artist possible, then you were supposed to sit down with a corporate attorney and negotiate a good rate for your work? Something he spent his time in business college striving to be the best that he could be at? That you, alone, could take on an entire corporation, thinking your drawing skills entitled you to some kind of special treatment? That is what unions were for. That is why writers, directors, ballet dancers support their guilds. The generation that preceded us learned this concept in the school of hard knocks called the Great Depression. They experienced first-hand the positive results gained by collective action. But we Baby Boomers, the Go-For-Yourself Generation, needed to have it explained to us why our talent alone was not enough. Remember, Rembrandt and Mozart died broke.

Steve Hulett understood this problem, and it was something that he excelled at. It became his life’s work. Like a missionary, he went from studio to studio, desk to desk, patiently listening to members’ problems. It was mostly a thankless job. No one ever calls a business agent just to say how happy they are with everything. Like an emergency room doctor, there is an endless stream of people with problems. They want everything done for them, and want to sacrifice nothing, nor suffer any consequences. One time a staff animator at one studio was moonlighting for another studio and charging both studios for 40 hours. When his grift was discovered and he was fired by the non-union studio, he actually asked Hulett to file a legal grievance for him!

Steve was the right man at the right time. He had an excellent bedside manner with our animators, and he also did an excellent job representing our animation local to the larger entertainment unions that made up the International Alliance. We did a lot of good things for our members. Today, thanks to 839, Los Angeles still has the best standard of living in the animation world. Other cities, even other countries, refer to our contracts when trying to promulgate working conditions at their own animation studios. I am proud of the things we accomplished together, and Steve continued the work long after I had moved on to other pursuits.

But Mouse in Orbit is not just some dry litany of wage scales and time-and-a-half regulations. In the 1990s the art of animation went from an ignored, tangential part of show business to a central role in creating some of Hollywood’s most memorable blockbusters, like The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, The Lion King, Toy Story, The Simpsons, South Park, and Spongebob Squarepants. And all the movie visual effects that could not be possible without animation, such as Titanic, Jurassic Park, the Star Wars movies, and Lord of the Rings. And don’t forget interactive games like Tomb Raider, Pokemon, Digimon, and Grand Theft Auto. Before 1990, if an animated film just broke even, it was considered a hit. Starting in the 1990s, animated films began to earn billions of dollars around the world. This period was also the Digital Revolution, when we made the transition from pencils and paints to pixels and bytes, and we shed the idea of celluloid film itself, a thing people would have said was impossible just a decade before. It was a revolution every bit as dramatic as when Hollywood went from silent movies to sound. In 1995, when Steven Spielberg predicted all animation studios would soon be paperless, we traditional animators collectively shuddered. Change was happening whether we liked it or not!

So enjoy Steve Hulett’s recounting of these heady days of Hollywood animation’s Second Golden Age. Go backstage with him as he recounts the backroom decisions, missteps, outsized egos, and exceptional talents behind some of your most beloved cartoon characters and shows.

Tom Sito
Los Angeles, 2018


Chapter One

Back to Animation

“Mr. Hulett! Mr. Hulett!”

The thirteen-year-old girl pounded up the stairs, sliding to a stop beside me. I wheeled and glared at her. She had been a model student the previous September, but she had gone off to a movie job at the start of second semester and come back to fulfill her new role as a manipulative pill.

“What?” I snarled.

My voice had a serrated edge that could have ripped fur off a newborn kitten. The girl blinked at me. Swallowed.

“Never mind,” she said.

And Drew Barrymore turned and went back down the stairs, head bent low.

It was the last day of the school year, June 1988. I was teaching English at a private school in the San Fernando Valley named Stoneridge Prep. The school was filled with entitled rich kids and a few middle-class, public high school washouts, and I was fed up. For the last several weeks Stoneridge had been my own private circle of hell. A snot-nosed eighth-grader had vandalized my car. Various students had ducked assignments, thrown spit wads in unison, used every ploy they could think of to get out of class. And the principal/owner of Stoneridge Prep and I had fought a running battle over whether I had the right to possess a classroom key or not. What made the battle confusing is she kept changing her mind.

Maybe I’ve gotten into the wrong profession.

I had been teaching for two years, but a couple of months before the end of the school year I’d sat in a ballroom at the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel watching The Great Mouse Detective fail to win an Edgar Award from the Mystery Writers of America. Envy and regret gnawed at me. Old Disney co-workers were sitting there, drinking wine, still making animated features. Still making magic.

There’s got to be some way I can get back into this. Unfortunately, no routes came to mind.

I turned in final grades to the school principal, told her I wasn’t coming back for the next school year, and went searching for other work. Once again on the job market, I used the tried-and-true method I had employed the previous two-and-a-half years: apply for jobs at different southern California secondary schools and get turned down, while at the same time applying for work at Los Angeles animation studios…and getting turned down.

At least I was consistent.

I went for an interview with the story editor of Marvel Studios. The place was deep into a series about giant robots, but the guy supervising the writing of all the giant robot scripts didn’t think I fit Marvel’s parameters. “It’s great you wrote Disney features, but cartoons on TV are different. You need to turn out scripts fast. And I’m not sure you can write for The Transformers.”

By now it was mid-July, and I was desperate. No teaching jobs in sight. Not a flicker of hope for script-writing work. My wife’s ink-and-paint job at Disney Feature Animation was the only thing that kept us afloat.

Rolaids time.

As July became August, two life rafts floated past my line of vision at the same time. John Muir Middle School interviewed me for a job teaching English, then offered me the position. Two days later, Filmation Animation Studios stopped asking me to jump through hoops writing sample scripts and said they would hire me as a staff writer on a series named Bugzburg that was in production.

The writing job paid union scale, which was more than what I could get shaping the minds of fourteen-year-olds as a teacher in the Burbank Unified School District. But my always practical wife argued in favor of the teaching job:

“It’s steadier! And longer term! How long can a cartoon series last?!”

But I yearned to get back to making cartoons. I accepted the writing gig, and my wife bit her lip. The only thing I was sure of? Doing half-hour scripts about talking insects was more compelling than dodging spit wads and grading papers until midnight.

So early on a warm August morning I reported for work at Filmation. The studio was housed in a non-descript brick building at the western end of the San Fernando Valley known as Warner Center. Three years before, Filmation had been the largest animation studio in Los Angeles, producing hundreds of thirty-minute TV shows for syndication (He-Man and the Masters of the Universe, She-Ra: Princess of Power) and launching a theatrical animation division. The company’s first animated feature—Pinocchio and the Emperor of the Night—was also its last. (It bombed that badly at the nation’s box office.)

When I walked through the doors of the place on a warm summer’s day, Filmation had shrunk back to pre-feature size. Camera and editorial departments were on the first floor, animators and directors were housed on the second, while writers, board artists, and a sprinkling of executives occupied offices on the third. 

I met my new boss, Arthur Nadel, a Filmation vice president who was also the studio’s story editor, in his corner office. The space contained the usual desk and chairs, scripts on various shelves, and a big poster of an ancient Elvis Presley movie called Clambake on a wall next to the door.

Odd, I thought. Maybe Mr. Nadel is a fan of the King?

Arthur was seated behind the desk. He had a bald head, a bristly mustache to balance the baldness, and black-framed glasses that gave him an owlish look. He extended a hand. I shook it.

“Glad to make your acquaintance,” Arthur said. “We’re putting you on Bugzburg, find out what you can do.”

I was familiar with the “We’ll put you to work to find out what you can do” routine. It had been used at Disney every time I was assigned to a new project. At least here it was justified, since they had no idea if I possessed the ability to write a half-hour script. Or a grocery list, for that matter.

A tall man with a thatch of dark hair came through Arthur’s door. He lifted his eyebrows and Arthur said, “Here’s the new writer, Lou. Steve Hulett. He starts today and we’re putting him right to work.”

I introduced myself. Lou Scheimer told me his name and pumped my hand energetically. If you squinted, he resembled Abe Lincoln prior to facial hair. “Really glad to have you aboard, Steve. Tom Tataranowicz recommended you highly. I suggested to Arthur that we bring you on.”

I nodded, suddenly understanding the tall man’s enthusiasm and Arthur Nadel’s subdued hello. Employing me was Scheimer’s idea. Arthur was the dutiful but unenthusiastic underling, doing what the boss wanted without liking it much.

“Tom’s a good guy,” I said.

“One of our top directors. He tells me you worked at Disney.”

I said I did. I didn’t mention that Tom and I knew each other from the Motion Picture Screen Cartoonists union executive board. This was the head of the studio, after all, and unlikely to be fond of labor organizations. And I had a mortgage, wife, and two-year-old son I needed to support. There was no point in torpedoing my prospects before I got started.

“Well, you’ll be fresh blood around here. We’ve got a lot of episodes left to do and you’ll be a big help. Arthur will tell you what we need you to write.”

Lou Scheimer’s wide smile vanished out the door, and I was left with the stone-faced Mr. Nadel, who now took an interest in the Number Two pencil lying on his uncluttered desk.

“It was Lou’s idea to hire you,” Arthur said, underlining the obvious. “Have you…ahm…written TV scripts before?”

I told him I had. I didn’t tell him it was a grand total of one script for Disney Television Animation. Arthur twirled the pencil. “We’re in the middle of a 65-episode order. With bug characters. They were…ahm…part of the supporting cast in the Pinocchio and the Emperor of the Night feature. It didn’t do well, but Lou made a deal to do a show around them. The scripts are around thirty to thirty-five pages each.”

“How long to write them?”

“I like our staff people to create a script every three weeks. Or two weeks, if possible.”

I had limited experience producing 30-plus pages of action and scintillating dialogue in a short space of time. I was used to sitting around a table with a director, animators, and other story persons, beating on a handful of script pages until they were black and blue. And I had no clue about the level of quality Filmation required from its teleplays, so I asked Mr. Nadel if I could have copies of some Bugzburg scripts, the better to see what kind of competition I was up against.

“I’ll have one of the girls give you four of our best scripts. Let me show you where your office is.”

We walked down the hall. My future writing space turned out to be fifty feet from Arthur’s office, and twice as big as the storage closet I’d been housed in at Walt Disney Productions. The windows looked out onto a narrow parking lot, a narrow street, and two dull industrial buildings hunkered on the far side of it.

Within five minutes a pretty woman with a lot of blow-dried hair dropped four bundles of typescript on my desk and said brightly: “Arthur thinks you’ll enjoy these. He asked that you have ideas for scripts as soon as possible.”

“As soon as possible.”

“Tomorrow, if you can.”

I smiled and nodded. Nobody dawdled at Filmation. At least, not in the story department.

The rest of my day and a chunk of the evening was spent reading three scripts and the Bugzburg bible, which wasn’t a holy book but a bundle of pages containing a pilot script, descriptions of the major characters, and a summary of what the show was about. The lead character was a Jimmy Stewart type named Gee Willikers, with a tittering love interest named Honey Bee. Other cast members included a Brit officer type named Grumble Bee, and a clan of hillbilly hornets who behaved as though they’d been snorting crystal meth since early childhood.

Two scripts were so-so. The script that was part of the Bugzburg bible was a fun read. The last script was awful.

I was in shock. Had I misheard the secretary? No. “Arthur thinks these are pretty good” was what she’d said. Was I such a dweeb and newbie to TV cartoons that I couldn’t tell good work from bad?

I re-read the awful script. It still seemed lousy to me. Palms sweaty, I called my father-in-law Charlie Downs, a long-time animator, board artist, and currently a producer-director at Marvel Animation. He knew a lot more about the workings of the television cartoon business than I ever would, and I hoped he could give me some clear-eyed perspective. He listened to my descriptions of the Bugzburg samples I’d been handed, and after a long pause said:

“One script out of the four was good? Yeah, that ratio seems about normal.”

The next morning I arrived bright and early with my script premises, typed out on three sheets of paper. I walked into Arthur Nadel’s office and handed the pages over. Arthur said he would get back to me.

Then it was down the hall to my office, where I plunked down and turned on the company computer. I stared at the green phosphor screen, feeling like I was back in 1976 again, sitting in another small room at a different cartoon studio, tense with anticipation and fear. I needed this job, but I had no idea if I could write TV episodes that would satisfy Arthur Nadel and keep me employed for more than a couple of weeks.

I was determined to do whatever it took to succeed: Turn scripts in on deadline. Take criticisms cheerfully. Curb my smart-ass tongue and build a winning, Potemkin-style personality around the real one that had helped get me canned at Disney. I was broke, and it was more important to get a steady paycheck than to argue about my artistic vision.

Fidgety as a tomcat under a full moon, I got out of my chair and prowled the hallway. A young writer named Jamie Davis, who had only recently been drawing storyboards, occupied the office to my right; a silver-haired man with a neat beard was bent over his word processor inside the space to my left. The silver-haired man’s name was Don Heckman, and he looked like a college professor. I would soon learn he held down three jobs: by day he wrote scripts for Filmation; during the evening he composed jazz reviews for The Los Angeles Times; on weekends he turned out teleplays for live-action network dramas.

Heckman saw me staring in at the doorway. “You the new writer?”

I said I was. He beckoned me into his office.

“Arthur says you worked at Disney.”

I nodded. “A few years ago, on features. I’ve only done a little TV work.”

“Well, Arthur keeps staff writers busy. We’ve got a 65-episode show order and not much time to do them. Staffers also rewrite freelance scripts.”

“There’s a lot of freelance scripts?”

“Yeah.”

“Mr. Nadel gives you extra time to re-write them?”

“No, the schedule stays the same. You just speed up.”

“Neat.”

“You’ll get used to it.”

I sighed and looked out the window at traffic rolling along the street far below. I definitely wasn’t an employee of Walt Disney Productions anymore.

“What’s with the Elvis Presley poster in Arthur’s office?”

“A movie he directed. Clambake. Not one of Elvis’ bigger hits, but Arthur’s proud of it. Arthur worked in live action a long time. Edited. Produced. Did a lot of television. He came over to Filmation to supervise a live-action show and ended up staying. Lou likes him, likes what he does. He’s a company executive, also the story editor.”

“He rewrite scripts?”

“Arthur doesn’t write. Arthur supervises writing. He expects us to turn scripts in on time and take an hour for lunch and two fifteen-minute union breaks. In at eight and out at five. Those are the company rules and Arthur follows them.”

“Filmation runs a tight ship.”

“Filmation runs a junior high school. But you learn to live with it.”

I went back to my office, spent more time playing with the computer. Arthur materialized after twenty minutes and said to work on idea #2 from the list I’d given him.

“Do you want, like, an outline first?” I asked.

“Just write me a couple of paragraphs. Then you can get to work on the script.”

“When do you want it finished?”

“As I think I’ve mentioned, there’s a three-week turnaround for in-house teleplays. If you can finish yours faster than that, I’ll be delighted.”

With that he departed. And I got to work writing my very first episode of Bugzburg, a soon-to-be syndicated series the studio had pre-sold to local television stations across the fruited plain, covering 80% of the United States market.

Arthur Nadel’s story department was light years from Woolie Reitherman’s animation fiefdom at Walt Disney Productions. Where Woolie would hold an eight-hour story meeting over three pages of script, Arthur expected four pages cranked out before lunch. Time was always of the essence. After I settled into the job and Arthur was used to me, he would come into the office in late morning with a sheaf of pages in his hand and intone:

“Steve? This freelance script is eight pages too long. I need you to cut it down.”

“It’ll take some time to read…”

“Read fast.”

“What about the other script I’m writing?”

“I still need that one by Friday.”

To keep to Arthur’s schedule I adhered to a rigid routine: in the office chair by eight, pound away until lunch, then race across the street to the Soup Plantation and wolf down tomato soup and a salad. Then back to the desk.

It was a routine that concentrated the mind, but I worked to find a way to juice my output. Every few days I snuck downstairs to director Tom Tataranowicz, who went over my script of the moment and offered suggestions for improvements:

“Your dialogue’s weak, Hulett. And there’s too much of it. Keep more of the action off-screen, we don’t need to spend much money on a camera shake. We do if we see the characters crash into that tree.…”

Tom wanted to field a gag crew to punch up scripts, but Arthur protected his turf like a mother grizzly guarding her cubs and would have none of it. The scripts were his department, damnit, and he wasn’t going to allow any damn animation directors to muck them up.

And I got a dose of “the studio is run like a junior high school” ethos when I asked for permission to leave fifteen minutes early to pick up my two-year-old from day care. As soon as I went into Arthur’s office and got the question out of my mouth, his eyes widened and both eyebrows went up. It was like I had broken wind during Bible study.

“You know what the rules are, Steve. Work ends at five o’clock.”

“I know, but the kid’s day care charges extra money if I’m a minute late. And the kid could get thrown out of the facility if I’m late all the time, so…”

“Then you’ll need to get here earlier.”

“Will do.”

I got the heavy sigh again. “This is highly unusual, but I’ll let you leave at 4:45.”

“Thanks, Arthur. I really appreciate this. Really.”

I would have kissed his ring if he had held it out to me. I hurriedly left his office before he could change his mind.

Week by week I got more comfortable with the high-velocity tempo of cranking out thirty-plus pages of dialogue and prose week after week. And I came to learn the history and heritage of the company.

Filmation had been the last TV cartoon studio in southern California that did everything from scripts to final color in its facility. The place had been founded twenty-seven years previously by layout artist Lou Scheimer, animator Hal Sutherland, and production exec Norm Prescott, all three working not on a shoestring but a gossamer thread.

Back during their rocky start in ’62 or ’63 (stories varied), the trio had a small rental space, a microscopic amount of work, but a chance to produce 26 half-hours of the newest version of Superman. The deal hinged on convincing the show’s backers that Scheimer, Sutherland, and Prescott were operating a viable animation studio. However, that was going to be a heavy lift because all they had were desks, peg-boards, and pencil sharpeners.

There were no actual employees. That happens when you have no money or operating budget.

Even so, a lunch-time studio inspection by the show’s backers was scheduled. Scheimer scrambled around, wheedling friends, acquaintances, and former co-workers to come to the small Hollywood office at lunch hour, there to sit at empty desks and pretend to work. On the day the show’s backers walked through the seedy office space, every seat was filled, artists drawing furiously on sheets of pegged paper destined for the waste basket. But the visitors were convinced that Filmation was the studio for their super-hero show, and gave Scheimer, Sutherland, and Prescott a contract for 26 half-hours of Superman.

And a full-fledged studio was born.

By the time I was hired, Filmation was shipping ink-and-paint work overseas, but animation was still created on the second floor of the building. As Bugzburg snaked its way through production, I kept hearing about new animators being hired onto the show. I was startled to discover that my father-in-law Charlie Downs, his work completed at Marvel Animation, had accepted a position as an animator.

Up in the story department, things were going swimmingly and I was actually starting to enjoy myself, so of course the warning lights should have been flashing. One afternoon Arthur called me into his office and asked me to sit down. I did. He spun the paperweight on his desk and frowned at me like a disappointed parent.

“You know we run a well-knit department here, Steve. And you’ve been doing good work. But we do not take our scripts out of the department to…ahm…show other people.”

“Outside the department?” I said. I knit my eyebrows together and opened my mouth, trying to mimic surprise and concern.

“You haven’t been talking to the…ahm…directors, have you?”

“Why, no. I mean, I talk to Tom T. here and there. But never about scripts.”

I wondered if my lie sounded as transparent and obvious as it felt coming out of my mouth. Arthur peered at me through his Coke-bottle-bottom glasses, pursing his lips. My stomach gurgled. Finally he stopped fiddling with the paperweight.

”Okay, then. Make sure that you don’t.”

I nodded solemnly. “I won’t show scripts to anybody except you, Arthur.”

“Fine.”

As I left Arthur’s office, I silently resolved to never again show any of the directors one of the story department teleplays. I would take detailed notes, then pick their brains over lunch at a restaurant. Better to have technical deniability than be forced to lie outright.

Sneaking off to get gag ideas from Filmation’s directors and board artists was my only act of rebellion, and I kept it well hidden. At my previous story job, I had made it a point of honor to argue and fight all comers: directors, board artists, even producers. Feisty, that was me. “Argumentative” was part of my middle name.

But now in the West Valley I transformed into a meek, placid, agreeable scribe. Whenever Arthur wanted a change on a page of script, I changed it. I no longer ragged on artists who added improvements to my precious prose when translating words on the page into the panel drawings of a production storyboard. In the interest of professional survival I built a phony, agreeable personality around my contentious inner core, and it worked like a charm. Arthur dropped one of his staff writers and a couple of his freelancers, but I was kept on.

I might have gotten into the groove of cranking out half-hour scripts, but it wasn’t always easy. Arthur would toss rewrite assignments at me, which slowed things down. And now that the two-year-old was in day care, I got exposed to a wide array of little kid germs and viruses that kept me blowing and honking over my computer keyboard two weeks out of every three. If I had pushed my face into a bacteria-laden petri dish every morning I could not have been sicker.

The tempo of production on Bugzburg accelerated, with animators added to the staff day by day. Filmation let the new hires know there was a year’s worth of production work on the show lying ahead of them.

Morale climbed as word circulated that Filmation was close to being sold to a huge French conglomerate that wanted to expand production. Soon after, Don Heckman plunked down in the visitor’s chair in my office and said:

“I just found out there’s going to be lots of development work on new series after the last scripts on Bugzburg are done. We’ll have work for at least a year. Probably a year and a half.”

Steady employment. Maybe the wife and I would finally get out of debt.

But in the meantime I had another Bugzburg half-hour to get out. Arthur now trusted me to produce scripts on schedule; all I had to do to get one rolling was to tell him in three sentences what it was about. He would blink at me through his thick glasses and say:

“This is fine, Steve. So go write it.”

And I would get to work. But Arthur would still come in every three days to find out how the script was progressing. The routine was always the same:

Arthur: Where are you with this?

Me: Halfway. (Which really meant a third of the way.) When do you want it?

Arthur: Yesterday.

And I would plunge on with script pages that went like this:

BUGZBURG—Production 75037—12/05/1988

“Mother’s Day for Maw”

ACT ONE

EXT: THE HORNET’S NEST

On a bright, spring morning, CAMERA TRUCKS IN as we HEAR:

MAW (V.O.)

Awright you three! …

NEST—MAW AND HER BROOD

MAW stands by the door. HARLEY, HONEYBUG, and SPIKE stand before her timidly, like privates in front of a steely-eyed general.

MAW (cont.)

I’m gonna be back from Mama’s at TWO this afternoon! So stay outta trouble.

HARLEY

But…you just saw yer Mama last week! Why you goin’ back so soon?

Maw into scene—favoring her dimwitted son with a wide, phony grin.

MAW (sweetly)

Ya might not remember, Harley my sweet, but today is MOTHER’S DAY!!!

She pushes him away and turns to walk offscreen.

WIDER

Maw storms out the door, slamming it with an angry CRASH. The whole nest shakes.

ON HARLEY, SPIKE, AND HONEY BUG

Staring stupidly at the door through which Maw has just stormed.

HARLEY

Dang! We done went and fergot AGIN!

SPIKE

Yep.

CLOSER ON SPIKE

He wrinkles his brow, purses his lips, counts out “5” on his fingers.

SPIKE (cont.)

Fer the THIRD year in a row.

Sparkling, sophisticated comedy. Arthur loved my droll wit, but the script never got made. Neither did the five others that I wrote, or the several that I rewrote. Catastrophe lay straight ahead.


chapter two

Filmation Crashes in Flames

The weeks rolled on. I contracted shingles, courtesy of the toddlers I was being exposed to at my kid’s day care center. Scabs covered my back and stomach, but as painful as they were, I still schlepped to work, keeping to Arthur’s tight schedule. I was grateful the red crust hadn’t broken out on my neck and face.

When I could find a semi-comfortable sitting position in my hard-backed chair, the script work and re-write work was actually fun, even if the product was something less than the quality of Walt Disney Productions. It was good to come out of the wilderness of low-paying jobs and find a professional home, to start earning decent money again. Life was good.

So, naturally enough, during the last week of January 1989, the corporate foundation collapsed. The signs of the collapse were at first subtle. I was working at the office computer on my sixth Bugzburg script, the sun shining benevolently through the windows, the needles of pain from the welts on my stomach and spine only half as intense as the week before. Then Don Heckman came through the door and settled into the visitor’s chair.

“Does anything seem different to you?”

I stopped banging on the plastic keyboard, leaned back stiffly in my chair, peered at him. Don’s chin whiskers were even neater and more squared off than usual, but the mouth in the middle of them was tight.

“Nothing that I’ve noticed.”

“Arthur hasn’t come in to ask how the latest script is going. In fact, I haven’t seen him in three days.”

“So?”

“So something’s not right.”

“What, exactly?

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, is definitely not good.”

Don got up and left. I went back to my script. Doubt and a vague sense of unease started to gnaw at me. I knew Arthur was inside the building because I had seen his Jaguar in its usual parking spot. But he clearly wasn’t pestering his writers, one of Arthur’s primary occupations, so what the hell was he doing?

I continued to write into the afternoon, my office door wide open. Arthur Nadel remained invisible. And then, late in the day, I heard Arthur come out of his corner space and tromp in my direction.

I creaked out of my chair and walked into the hall. Mr. Nadel was moving toward me, face an impassive mask. I walked past him, displaying a toothy smile.

“Arthur. How’s it going?”

His stony look didn’t change. “You’ll find out.”

What the hell does THAT mean? I had no idea, and there seemed no graceful way to find out. I bee-lined to the restroom, splashed water on my nose and mouth, then spent the last hour and a half of my shift finishing the Bugzburg script.

Arthur was silent the following day, also the day after.

Don and I stayed in our offices, trying to focus on work, but rumors were beginning to swirl: the new owners were moving the studio to another state and/or shipping most of the production work to Korea. The new owners were packing up and taking everything to Europe.

Wednesday afternoon director Tom Tataranowicz knocked on my door frame and sat himself on the far side of the desk, face grim.

“The studio’s closing.”

“What?”

“L’Oreal is pulling the plug.”

“The studio’s new owner?” I said.

“Yup.”

L’Oreal was the big, fat French conglomerate that had bought Filmation days before. It was an expansive, expanding corporation that specialized in hair care products and make-up. The question of the week was why L’Oreal would buy a Los Angeles cartoon studio in the first place, and why would they buy it simply to close it? But there it was: Purchase Filmation. Shutter Filmation.

And there went my re-activated animation career. Now that I had figured out how to do television work, how to push myself and pace myself and pitch ideas to a hard-to-read boss, it was all going up in smoke.

“When do we officially get the happy news?” I said in a hollow voice.

“Soon,” Tom said. “L’Oreal doesn’t want to waste time keeping the doors open. Costs them money.”

“Soon” turned out to be late Thursday morning. Word went out for relays of employees to traipse into the top-floor screening room, where CEO Lou Scheimer would address his staff in shifts, delivering the bad
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