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Ty lowered the volume of his CD player and braced himself for an interrogation as his Range Rover slowly rolled toward the security gate.

Rojas, the security guard, poked his head out of the glass booth and started his usual battery of questions. How are you today? Hows the show coming? I sent my headshot over to your office, did you get it? What roles are you casting for this week? You think I could get an audition? Yeah, Ive been talking with the casting director but Im not getting anywhere with her. The buttons of his gray uniform shirt threatened to expose the beer belly that rested a good three inches beyond his belt buckle. In his mind, even in Hollywood, his gut was an asset, affording him opportunities to play character roles skinny guys would never land. After all, who ever heard of a slim plumber?

Ty slid his hand over his shimmering, bald head to cue Rojas that thirty seconds had passed and his patience was coming to an abrupt close. One thing he admired about the security guard/wannabe actor, he was persistent and never wavered. Once a week he could count on Rojas detaining him at the studio gates like a suspect. Ty would have had him fired had his ego not savored the attention. As an executive producer of a sitcom for two years, his days of begging someone to read his scripts were firmly imbedded in his memory, and he still possessed an ounce of compassion for the struggling artist.

Send your headshot over to my assistant and follow up with her, he offered.

Rojas gave a satisfying grin. All right, Ty. I will. Have a good one, man.

Ty accelerated past the security booth onto the Rex Studio Lot. It resembled a huge university campus. Hed spent countless days and nights dreaming of working in a big studio like this one, of having his name painted on the curb of his personal parking space. But now that the dream was a daily reality, he no longer noticed the vast, green manicured lawns that looked like expensive carpet, the meticulous layout of the colorful flowers and the lofty pine and palm trees that strategically lined the buildings. It was just another sunny day in Southern California, and he couldnt have cared less whether his designated parking space had his name on it as long as it was in front of the production office. The only thing that mattered now was the prominence, the power and the paycheck.

Checking the time, Ty jumped out of his truck and walked briskly. Like every Monday morning of a tape week, there was the compulsory table read. The entire cast, along with the guest cast for the week, read through the script to give it a test run, to see how the words on paper translated onto the characters lips. It was a private rehearsal for the show staff and executives. Anyone worth his or her weight was required to attend. Ty moved briskly through the glass doors of Building 33 and headed upstairs with his blond Timberlands pounding the steps and balancing his six-foot-one frame. The table reads never started on time, but he always arrived at least fifteen minutes early. As the only black executive producer at Rex, he figured the network was waiting for him to stumble a bit and that was the last thing he intended on doing.

Aside from others expecting him to fail, Ty himself worried his power might be slipping. The show was in its second season and the ratings had dropped by three points. Television was nothing more than a numbers racket; the number of episodes, the number of advertising dollars. And without a consistent ratings figure, the sum of all figures equaled zero.

Low ratings were every producers nightmare and the prerequisite for a show cancellation. And once your show was cancelled, there was no telling when you might work again, especially if you were black. There were only two AfricanAmerican sitcoms on the air at present, and the other was produced by white guys.

So the situation was precarious for Ty, even if he did have the highest-rated show among blacks. The entertainment industry was so iffy, so insecure, so contingent upon peoples moods and the positioning of the planets. There was just no way of knowing what would happen next in your career. Whether you were a production assistant or the star of the show, it didnt matter. Tyrone was one of the best and on top of his game, yet he had to hustle every day, like a hooker working a corner.

He trekked down the long halls lined with large-as-life cast photos of shows produced by Rex over the last twenty years. He made a right turn by The Wonder Years and entered the conference room. Using his index finger, he slid his Gucci sunglasses closer to his face. The smell of coffee and fresh baked goods floated through the room along with the sound of chitchat and laughter. All of his writing staff was present, including his co-executive producer, Maxwell. He pounded fists, handed out half smiles and wassups to everyone in his path as he made his way to the craft services table that was loaded with bagels, croissants, donuts and cereal. He gazed at the food in search of something to tempt his taste buds.

Mornin, Boss, Venus, his assistant, said.

He looked around. Hey, Venus. You got the ratings from last night?

Yep, she answered and handed him a single sheet of paper.

He glanced at it. Send someone out to get me some Starbucks. Caff Americano, two shots espresso, low-fat milk.

Sure.

Where is Leede?

I dont know. I havent seen him. And its not my day to watch him. Venus turned to walk away, twisting her lips.

Tys eyebrows furrowed. The star of his show was close to being late again. How many times had he told him how important it was for him to be prompt? That it was too early in the Hollywood game to get comfortable? He made a mental note to speak to him about it again. This is why he hadnt wanted him for the show in the first place. Leede had a reputation around town for getting high and closing down joints every night of the week. Yeah, he was funny and talented, but who needed the headache of having to clock a star? The network executives had chosen him, but what did they really care? They wouldnt blink about firing him or cancelling the show. Theyd tell the NAACPs president, We tried having black shows but they just dont work out.

While maneuvering his way to the conference table, Ty spotted Sid Porter, one of the studio execs. A buppie by anyones description, Sid had graduated from Harvard cum laude. Trained and educated to use his left brain, hed failed to have any success using his right brain. Frustrated, he found himself behind a desk working in Current Programming, overseeing shows and throwing in his two cents worth of creativity when possible. What he really wanted to do was produce. But for some reason that didnt come as easily to him as number crunching and analyzing ratings did. He was nice enough, but Ty didnt trust him to take his rottweilers out for a piss. Most of the other studio and network execs were white or Jewish men who were part of the old-boy network. They had their own interests to protect.

Hey, buddy. Did you see the Lakers this weekend? Sid patted Ty on the back, imposing on his personal space. Tys body stiffened in response. He never liked the way Sid violated his personal space, standing so close one could question whether he meant harm or good. A move like this could get Sid seriously injured where Ty came from. Ty took a deep breath and relaxed. Yeah, man. Ive been telling you, the Lakers are going all the way again this year. Nobody in the east or west can stop Kobe. Nobody.

He spoke with the authority of an NBA coach. A season ticket holder for three years now, it was against his religion to miss a home game. He loved the game as much as he loved rubbing elbows with the whos who in Hollywood. All the heavyweights and half of the welterweights in the entertainment industry held season passes at the Staples Center. The closer you were to the purple and gold paint, the more clout you had and the deeper your pockets. At present, Ty held eighteen-thousand-dollar seats in the lower stands, but he had every intention of working his way down to the floor alongside Jack Nicholson, Dyan Cannon and Denzel Washington.

Sid, a pessimistic fan, rebutted. They played a good game against Philly, but you give them more credit than they deserve. Theyve had their slump and theyre likely to choke and have another. I wouldnt bet too much money on em if I were you.

Ill bet my life savings in this lifetime and the next. And if I find out you bet on em, I want ten percent for the tip. Ty gave a friendly chuckle and walked away.

Before seating himself at the table, he slipped through the crowd to greet the guest star of this weeks show, Cell Block. His hair was cornrowed from the temple back, revealing a sharp widows peak and a face so hard he looked like hed spent three consecutive decades in the pen. His jeans hung from his narrow ass like a pair of hand-me-downs and his blue Sean John sweatshirt fell like a sack over his slim frame. With the exception of the gold chain and diamond-laced charm around his neck, Cell Block could have been cast as a slave in Roots in his oversized, secondhand-looking clothes.

Ty extended his fist toward Cell Block. Whats up, man? Glad to have you on the show.

Cell Block lifted his chin and pounded Tys fist. Im aight. I dig the show, man. The shit is funny.

Thanks. It should be a fun week.

Im lookin forward to it.

I know this is your acting debut, but youre used to the cameras. Try to relax and enjoy it.

Cell nodded.

If you need anything, just holla. Well get started in a few minutes.

Cool.

Cell Block was the hottest gangster lyricist, getting twenty-four-hour rotation on MTV with his hit album, Serving Double Life, which was number one on the Billboard Chart. His first CD, Testimonies from the Cell Block, with the hot single, No Longer Dreamin About Parole, had sold more than two million copies.

Ty silently prayed Cell Block and his crackhead-looking cronies in the corner would not cause any headaches during the week. Rappers, like rock stars, had the tendency to be troublesome artists. Most were unaccustomed to following any rules except their own, the ones declared in the street. Well, at least he was on time, which was more than could be said of some others. Ty glanced at the door, on the lookout for Leede.

Ty sat at the head of the large conference table and examined the ratings. The show had only rated a five point nine on the previous night. A five point nine wasnt bad, but he had an ego and wanted more. At its peak the show was getting a seven-point-five share, which was uncommonly high for a black sitcom. They werent exactly The Cosby Show numbers, but no other black show had come so close. Ty removed his sunglasses and scanned the script in front of him. The drop in ratings made every episode a personal challenge. The network wasnt applying any pressure yet, but he could smell it coming.

He glanced up from his script to check out the new arrivals. Seated at the table to his far left was Naja Starr, the female co-star of the show. Her stage name was just par for the course. She sat perched on her seat, sipping Evian water like she was the star, when actually this was her first real acting role. She was a beautiful girl with a body that curved everywhere it counted. Her long, sexy legs supported her forty-inch bust and lioness-brown hair. Carrying more density on her upper body than the bottom, she kind of looked like a lollipop. Men saw her on TV and drooled, while women envied her. Neither was aware that her voluptuous bust was as artificial as her wild cascading hair. Fake or not, any man in the room and even a few women would gladly lick that lollipop any day of the week.

Shed started out as a dancer, performing in numerous videos before she took up acting classes and landed herself an agent. She had a better chance at hitting the lottery than winning an award for her acting. She was far from the best, but she was smart and used other skills to create opportunities for herself. For instance, once the table read started shed scoot her chair up real close and spread her D-cups all over the conference table.


Ty usually enjoyed her creative performances offstage. It was a reminder of why hed cast her in the first place. Every sitcom needed a bombshell to capture the attention of the male audience. When she glanced over at him his ego whispered, She wants you. From his point of view, every woman in the room wanted him because he was rich and the HNIC, Head Nigger In Charge. A man with power, capable of launching careers with a single phone call. And like any man with power and pussy at his fingertips, in due time hed explore all of his fucking possibilities.

But Naja was no cheap possibility. After only one successful season on the show her ego had been altered. Shed come back from a three-month hiatus high on some type of diva amphetamines, demanding special provisions when renegotiating her contract. The studio had already upped her ante by seven thousand dollars per episode, but she demanded more. Her wish list included a personal assistant, organic fruit in her dressing room and more story lines centered on her character. Ty had mulled over her list for all of thirty seconds before telling her agent, No. Had she been an established TV star, he and the studio would have jumped through flames to appease her. But for an up-and-coming actress to make such requests was ludicrous. She would have to spread more than her D-cups to convince them.

Ty carefully scanned the room, noting the executives taking their seats. There was Gary Ackerman, the network executive, David Levine, also from the network, and Stacey Morris, from the studio, who worked along with Sid. As they made small talk amongst themselves, they caught Tys roaming eyes, waving their watches as if to say, Its time to get started. For the second year in a row, they had all been assigned to oversee his show. It was their job to make sure Same Day Service was on track. Thats how they would have explained it anyway. Ty would say they were paid to make his ass ache. They were nitpicking people who understood very little about story development and even less about his black characters.

Ty felt a vibration in his pocket. He pulled his cellular phone from his velour sweat jacket and examined the caller id. It was Leede. Without any change in his facial expression he answered, Where you at?

Im pulling onto the lot now.

Peace.

Leedes mother should have named him Late. Hed probably call the undertaker from his casket on the day of his funeral, reporting delays. He was earning eighty thousand a week and he still couldnt arrive on time. What more incentive did he need? Ty made another mental note: suggest Leede hire a driver. He underlined the word suggest. Thats all he could do. As the star of the show, Leede basically did whatever he wanted to because it was he who Americans invited into their homes every Sunday night. This alone gave him power above all else.

Those standing closest to the door got a good whiff of Leede before he actually reached the conference room. The aroma of seventeen various plant blossoms from his Aveda cologne filled whatever space he didnt. It always preceded him and announced his arrival.

Whats up, people! He strutted in with his chest out, loud and late. He smiled, handed out handshakes and pounded fists like a politician campaigning for office. Hed have kissed babies had there been any present. Leede loved attention and being late put him at center stage.

He wore a bright red, yellow and white leather racing jacket with black stripes running from the tunic collar down to the sleeve. Underneath, he had donned a white T-shirt made from Egyptian cotton, boots from Brazil and tailor-made black leather pants. The ensemble had worked for him last night at the Sunset Room, but in the light of day he was overdressed, no matter which way you looked at him.

Underneath the jovial entrance Ty saw the fatigue weighing down Leedes eyelids, could see last nights booze on his face.

Leede took his seat at the conference table. The sound of paper shuffling filled the room as everyone opened their scripts to page one and the table read began.

There was a natural chemistry between Leede and Naja that enabled the show to work. Her lack of experience was overshadowed by his impeccable comedic timing and his exceptional acting skills. Though he played a funny guy on the show, his acting range was so broad, he could have played any role he wanted, comedic, dramatic or anything in between. When he hit his comedic groove onstage, he could make Naja look like a novice. Combined, they constructed the blueprint for a conventional comedy team. He was Laurel and she was Hardy in a dress.

During the read Leede delivered his lines with vitality, though he was sleepy and hungover. The other cast members did likewise. His energy was always high and he forced others to elevate their performances.


Cell Block was clearly nervous, though he wore a hard gangster mask on his face. His delivery was stiff and flat. Ty had the good sense not to give him too many lines in the script. Though it was a growing trend, Ty never liked the idea of casting rappers or any other music talents. Making a video was one thing. Shooting a television show was another. Limiting his lines had been paramount. Still, it was only his first day. Ty hoped he just needed time to warm up his acting chops.

There was phony, raucous laughter around the conference table as the writers laughed at their own jokes. It was a self-patronizing act, but they had to. If they didnt think the script was funny, who would? The network execs would have blasted them all for writing a bullshit script that even they didnt think was funny. So they busted their guts to pump up their egos, to support the actors and to prove to the suits they were worth their ten-thousand-dollar-a-week salaries.

It was in the middle of a big hee-haw that a panting young production assistant hustled in and handed Ty his Caff Americano, two shots espresso, low-fat milk.
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The lively read turned into a serious conference once the stage managers ushered the writers and cast members out of the room a half hour later. The only people left at the big table now were Ty, Maxwell, Leede, Gary Ackerman, Sid Porter, David Levine, Stacey Morris and Venus, who was taking notes. It was time for the network and studio suits to throw their two cents in the pot. Ty resented the input of four people who wrote nothing more than emails most days. People who held business degrees and knew nothing more about story development than what theyd learned taking crash weekend courses from Robert McKee, books theyd purchased from Samuel A. French, or a class at UCLA Extension Center. And thanks to preferential hiring, here they were serving as judge and jury of his show, when hed spent eight years writing on various sitcoms, honing his skills. He could piss better ideas than they could think of collectively.


The story outline had been submitted to the network weeks earlier for approval and now theyd smile and rip every line apart. Ty leaned back in his chair, raised his chin slightly and stroked his goatee like an old man.

I like the story, but Im not feeling Cell Block, Gary said.

Ty didnt flinch. His delivery wasnt what one would call smooth, but it was his first day.

Stacey chimed in. Its not his performance per se. Its just I dont think he projects the right image for the show. I mean, think about itwould Najas character really fall for a street thug?

David agreed. Yeah, hes very angry-looking.

Many young white girls between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five have not only fallen for Cell Block, but theyve also paid his rent by purchasing his CDs, said Ty. He was always prepared to defend his choices.

Yeah, but its the whole jail image that bothers me. I dont know if it works for the show, David said.

Is he going to wear his hair braided when we tape? Gary asked.

Have you seen MTV lately? Everybody is wearing corn-rows except Eminem. And he wishes he could, Maxwell laughed.

Hed be perfect if we were filming Oz. But this isnt HBO.

And I wouldnt fall for him and I dont think the audience will either. His clothes, his hair, his imagehes just too Staceys voice trailed off.

Too what? Ty calmly asked. He loved putting them on the spot. Making them verbally express their suppressed racist thoughts.


She paused, searching for a nice way to say too black. Too ethnic.

I dont think Cell Block is going to shoot or cut anybody this week, if thats what youre worried about, Ty replied.

Sid made light of it. Of course not. But he should have his arms covered during taping. There should be no visible tattoos.

So, let me get this straight. Cell Block is too ethnic for a black sitcom. That doesnt make sense, Ty argued.

I just dont think hes going to help ratings, David said.

You guys approved of the casting, Ty replied.

Yeah, but that was before we saw him. Maybe wardrobe and hair can clean him up a bit, Gary said.

Venus fanned the pages of her pad as the conversation heated up.

Ty smirked. I dont think thats going to fly with Cell.

As much as were paying him, he should be able to fly. Cell Block was being paid far more than scale for a guest star. He was getting what his face was worth.

Maxwell jumped in. Do yall know who Cell Block is?

Of course I know who he is, said David.

There was silence. Ty had a feeling the suits werent at all familiar with Cell Block.

Does this mean youre against getting rid of him? David asked.

Absolutely. What other notes you got? Ty said.

The suits read from their list of notes, which covered everything from the use of curse words to changing the B story.

Najas character doesnt have many lines this week, Sid said.


Leede interjected, Its not Najas show.

Ty silently looked on. Every week Sid was at the table fighting for Naja. She must have been swallowing his dick whole.

I think Leede should have more jokes. Hes acting too serious in scene two, Gary said.

Ty said, Nobody walks around making jokes all day. His character is not one dimensional. I never intended for his character to be a replica of George Jefferson.

There was more silence. It was clear the suits thought the audience would only accept these black characters if they were constantly funnyshuckin and jivin.

Thats all Ive got, Gary announced, bringing the meeting to a close.

Me too, David said.

It should be a great show this week. Good work, guys, Sid threw in.

Stacey smiled and started packing up her briefcase.



The guys all walked out the door making small talk and chuckling like old friends. The disputes were a routine part of a workday. It was the same as the senators and congressmen debating on Capitol Hill, then toasting to each other at happy hour. It wasnt personal. It was business and all in a days work. Ty and Maxwell walked out, while Stacey and Leede lingered behind, chatting.

Ty and Maxwell walked across the sidewalks lined by the green carpet of grass on the lot as they made their way back to the office. Maxwells shoulder-length locks swayed back and forth as his long, gangly body sauntered along. Standing at six one, weighing in at one hundred and sixty pounds, he could have posed as a weeping willow tree on the lot. He maintained his slim stature by keeping a strict diet. He consumed no meat, no fish, no poultry, no cheese, no milk and no butterthe only animal derivative he ate was pussy. Originally from Oakland, Maxwell thought of himself as down to earth and spiritual. The Asian girls he dated would say he was nothing more than a spiritual hustler dressed in chic, hippie clothing.

Ty had put up a big fight with the network to get Maxwell hired. Theyd tried to shove a white boy down his throat as co-executive producer. Somebody to oversee Ty and report back to the suits, but he wanted a strong writer at his side. One he totally trusted, someone to watch his back when and if he wasnt looking. In general, he never discriminated any more than the world around him forced him to. With the studio fanning its big, white hand so much, hed become a Nat Turner, always planning a revolt. He didnt have a problem hiring white writers provided they were good. He had two, but he didnt need one standing over his shoulder, overseeing his show.

Ty realized his success was part talent, part timing. Prior to Spike Lee and John Singleton, it was rare to find young men like him or Maxwell writing for sitcoms, regardless of talent. But he, along with many other boys from Americas hoods, came up after the success of Jungle Fever and Boyz in the Hood. Now he and Maxwell were two of the many influencing the art of television and film and changing Hollywood into Hollyhood.

As Ty and Maxwell continued their walk to the office, Leede caught up with them. Though he was five eight, he looked like a midget standing between the two long-legged men. That Stacey Morris is fine. Id love to get my mouth on them big titties!

Ty and Maxwell gave him a you-cant-be-serious look and laughed aloud.

Get outta here, Ty said.

You wouldnt have half a chance in hell with that girl. Maxwell mocked her voice. I wouldnt fall for a black sitcom star. Oh, how repulsive.

They all laughed.

Thats why she needs some good lovin. One night with me and next Monday shell be singing the title song.

Ty and Maxwell had to stop and laugh again at that one.

I know yall thinking shes a stuck-up, preppy chick. But I see a woman who needs to be unleashed. Shes probably buck wild under the sheets. Hell, she probably doesnt bother with sheets. Just a beast.

Ty shook his head. I dont see it.

See, you dont have the X-ray vision I have. Cell was checking her out too.

Cell can definitely forget it, Ty said.

Dont sleep. Jermaine Dupri got Janet Jackson. I rest my case, Leede said.

Pu-leaze. She wouldnt give you the chance to smell her pussy, Maxwell said.

Thats where youre wrong, dawg. And Im going to prove it to you.

Aw, hell no! Thats all I need, you pissing her off, Ty said.

Itll be smooth. She wont even know what hit her.

You wont know what hit your ass when the studio hits you with a sexual harassment case and makes you remember your color! Ty said.

For real, Maxwell agreed, still laughing.

I was just kiddin, dawg. Im going over to the stage and crash in my dressing room. Im tired as hell. Last night I got some stage time at the Comedy Store, then

Ty interrupted him. Leede, you gotta do better getting to the table reads on time.

A frown easily formed on Leedes tired face. What? I was there. Im here. What are you talking about?

Come on, man. You called at five after. Why dont you get a driver?

Cause I aint P. Diddy. I dont need a driver. You know I dont like all that formal bull. I keep a low profile. Leede didnt like the extra people tagging along behind him everywhere he went, at least not for the sake of protecting and clocking him.

His entourage was made up of flunkies who did what he told them to do. Not people who told him what to do and where to be and at what time. On rare occasions, he preferred to be alone. During the first season, hed been threatened by a crazed fan who constantly called the show. Even then, he settled for carrying a .38 in the glove compartment of his car rather than hiring a bodyguard.

You keep being late and well all have lower paychecks. You feel me? Its only season two. Ty held up two fingers.

Leede shrugged, annoyed, then hitched a ride with a passing PA over to Stage Six. Ty and Maxwell headed toward their offices.

When Ty entered his office, the phones were ringing off the hook, as usual. There was always someone on the line trying to get a piece of him. His agent called about the screenplay he was trying to sell. Other peoples agents called to see if he was looking for new writers. Struggling writers called to see if hed read their scripts. Actors and actresses called to see if hed received their headshots or to invite him to a play they were in. Publicity called to ask him to do interviews. Charities called for contributions. Producers called about doing lunch. His mama called to ask Venus if he was eating properly. His cousin called to borrow more money. One of his brothers called from the dealership to ask if hed co-sign on a car again. His father called from time to time when hed had a drink or two. His old friends called asking him to invest in business ventures. His childhood friend, Boogaloo, called collect from jail, hoping Ty could help free him. His girlfriend, Sasha, called to check up on him. Ty was a wanted man in LA County and the San Fernando Valley.

He picked up a stack of messages from Venuss desk and ran off a list of things for her to do. Call and see if Donna can come over and give me a manicure today. And see if you cant get Kiko to come and give me a massage. Wednesday would be good. Maybe after the casting session. He paused, thinking. See if you can get me two comp tickets for the House of Blues next week. RSVP me for Als birthday party. He dug in his jeans pocket and pulled out a receipt. And pick up my dry cleaning when you get a chance. He paused, remembering his manners. How was your weekend?

It was good.

Oh, and drive my car over here. I left it parked at the other building. He dropped his keys on her desk.


Okay.

He fanned through his messages as if they were a deck of cards. Anybody I need to call back?

Yeah, all of them! Ty was notorious for not returning calls. And every call he didnt return meant a headache for Venus. Did you give him my message? Why hasnt he called me back? Just let me hold. Yes, I can hold all day if thats what it takes. Do you know this is the third message Ive left for him? Did he get my script? Did he read it? What did he say? Is he interested? Interested? Did he call you back?

Venus knew more about Tys business dealings, personal and otherwise, than he did. By default he left it up to her to determine what was most important, who he should get back with and when. Sometimes she minded. Most times she didnt. Just twenty-five, she was only two years into the entertainment business. Every Hollywood day was still exciting, even if her boss was a pain in the ass sometimes. Chatting with celebrities, sitting in on the network meetings, hanging out on the stage during rehearsal, overhearing gossip about folks in the business. She would have gladly come in every day on time and done the job for free.

The position as his assistant had basically been about getting her baby toe in the door. She stayed for the promise of things to come. Venus wanted to be a writer. Shed been taking weekend writing workshops, reading up on the subject and had two spec scripts under her belt that shed slaved over. All she needed was a break and she hoped Ty would be the compassionate soul to give her one. She was just waiting for things to simmer down over the ratings.

When shed interviewed for the job, she sat nervously, running her fingers down the nape of her neck. Tys confident and commanding presence caused her to doubt herself and she struggled to spit out the lie shed conjured in response to his question, Where do you see yourself five years from now? In your job, she thought. But her friend, Melody, had advised her, Dont tell him you want to be a writer. These producers like complacent assistants who wont pester them about getting ahead. Of course its ridiculous, but they are ridiculous people. Melody had been an agent trainee at William Morris for two years. So, Venus had refrained from spilling her dreams of being a writer/producer like Ty and made herself out to be a non-ambitious country bumpkin. As their relationship graduated from co-workers to semi-friends, she had dropped hints, here and there, of her goals. Whether he paid her any mind, she wasnt exactly sure. One could rarely guess what thoughts were running through Tys bald head.

But she wasnt putting all her hopes in him. She developed her own contacts in Hollywood, sitting in Tys office each day, answering his phones. If he didnt hook her up, its likely one of his contacts would. It was her second season with him and she already knew fifteen people in Tinseltown: agents, writers, struggling writers, actors and directors. No matter where she went, shopping on Melrose, brunch on Sunset, rollerblading in Santa Monica, she bumped into someone shed met through Same Day Service. Not bad for a country girl from Houston, Texas. Shed already sent her spec scripts to two agents who called the office incessantly. Who knows? If she landed representation, she might tell Ty to pick up his own damn dry cleaning and move her Honda!


She jotted down Tys instructions and made a few notes to herself, like follow up with potential agents.

You should call your agent. Hes trying to set up a meeting with Paramount.

Call the stage and cancel rehearsal for today. Weve got rewriting to do.

Ty grabbed the Hollywood Reporter and Variety and headed into his office.



Maxwell sat in his blandly decorated office, tapping a number-two pencil on a pad, waiting for his agent, Barry Rueben at Creative Talents, to jump on the line. Barry had been representing him for two years and thus far had done next to nothing to advance his career. Seeing as he was pocketing ten percent of his salary each week, Barry should have been the one sitting on hold. Maxwell resented his agent collecting a portion of his income when he didnt even have to sell him for this job. Ty requested him. Had he been thinking, hed have simply hired an attorney to negotiate his deal. But it was too late for all that. He was stuck with Barry until his contract ended. Until then, hed pester him like a fly at a picnic.

The hold music ended as Barry picked up the line. Hey, Max. Hows it going?

Its going, Barry. Just not fast enough.

Your script went over well, I presume.

Ya know, the regular notes from the network. Not too much rewriting to do. So what up with my pilot script? Have you heard anything from CBS yet?

They passed.


How about Warner Brothers?

They passed too. Just keep your panties on. Your day is coming.

I thought we had a pitch meeting set up with Rex this week?

We still might. Dont worry, Max. Youll know when I do.

All right.

You take it easy, buddy.

Yeah. You too.

Disappointment covered his face as he placed the receiver on the cradle. His career was too important for him to be overly concerned about the ratings on the show. Sure, he loved working with Ty, but he was anxious to step out of Tys shadow and have direct light shine on his face. Maxwell and Ty had worked and written together for several years but Ty was always the front man receiving the accolades. Maxwell desperately wanted his own show. He wanted the credit of created by and the hefty check that accompanied it. He longed for a large office with designer furniture and a view. Not the small, glorified closet filled with studio furniture that had been passed down from one show to another. The dilapidated upholstery had an energy no amount of feng shui could clear.

Ty and Maxwell met ten years ago working as production assistants, their first gig in the business. As PAs, their responsibilities began and ended with whatever anybody ranking higher than them wanted. And that meant everyone. The lowest on the totem poll, they worked the longest hours for the least amount of pay. Something about copying, making coffee and running errands for eighteen hours a day bonded people. Working side by side in the trenches, the two shared their hopes and aspirations to make their stamp on Hollywood. They worked as a writing team for years, working up the ranks from writer trainees to producer status before breaking off and working independently. Now here they were, Ty, a showrunner, with Maxwell as his right-hand man.

Ty had written his one contractual script at the beginning of the season, but it was Maxwell who was in the writers room beating out script ideas, day in and day out. It was Maxwell who kept the jokes coming while Ty lived his Hollywood life, getting manicures and massages. Ty didnt spend nearly as much time in the writers room as Maxwell, and resentment had taken root and started to blossom.

He had two brilliant pilot scripts floating around Tinseltown. Two, and no one was calling his agent anxious to strike a development deal. Hed meditated about it, had one of his spiritual teachers from church bless the pages, burned candles and gotten on his knees and begged the universe for divine guidance and favor. And still nothing.

He was blankly staring at the Zen book on the corner of his desk when he heard a tap on his door. Come in.

Wassup, Buddha, Zack, a PA, said. He slipped through the door and shut it. He noted the serious look on Maxwells face. You in here meditating? Whats that incense you burning? It smells good.

Nag champa.

Zack shrugged. Okay. Ill take your word on it. Looks like you could use this little gift I got for ya, Zack announced as he made himself comfortable in the chair across from Maxwells desk. Zack dug into the pocket of his baggy jeans and pulled out a white piece of paper carefully folded into a small square. He tossed it across the desk and flipped the bill of his Yankees baseball cap. Thats for you, my man.

Maxwell snatched the folded paper. He stood up and shoved it in his pants pocket. So whats going on? he asked as he sat back down.

Zach slouched with his legs spread open. Zack was a white boy of the hip-hop generation, with his extra-large T-shirt and double-X basketball jersey layered over it. Yo, I cant believe Cell Block is on the show this week. I delivered his script to his crib. Maaaan, you should see how hes living.

His crib is phat?

Hell, yeah. What did he sell? Like two million CDs or some shit like that. Hes paid.

Hopefully, his fan base will mean a boost in the rating. Thats the plan.

His latest CD is off the meter. Im not one for autographs and corny shit like that, but I might have to ask. He might put me in his next video. Wouldnt that be a trip?

Just dont get in his way. Its not cool for the crew to be all over the guest.

Chill out, Buddha. Its just an autograph.

Im just saying.

Okay, man. I hear you.

Hows it going? The job going okay?

No major mistakes, if thats what you want to know.

Good, cause if you want to get into the guild and become a stage manager youre going to have to keep a clean record, said Maxwell, dangling a carrot in front of Zack.


Why are you always sweating me? I know that. And you know you cant keep these pompous people happy. Okay, so a brother was late delivering lunch once.

Im just trying to keep you straight. I want to see you get ahead.

Yeah, whatever man. I have to go.

Zack was up and out within seconds.
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