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Chapter 1






The coffee was cold. Connor stared at his laptop, his finger paused over the send button as if it might shock him. Twenty emails. Twenty query letters to agents who probably wouldn’t read past the subject line.

Outside his apartment window, Los Angeles pressed against the glass—all heat and concrete and palm trees that looked like they'd been imported from someone else's dream. Four years in this city and it still felt like a costume he couldn't quite pull off.

His phone buzzed. Simone.

"Did you send them?"

"Working on it," he typed back.

"Liar. You're stalling."

Connor smiled, even with the knot in his stomach. She knew him too well. They’d been together eighteen months now. In that time, she called him out on his nonsense but still made him feel like he was enough. She was the best thing that had happened to him in LA, maybe ever.

He clicked send before he could second-guess himself. The whoosh of the emails felt like a door closing.

Three days later, the rejections started coming in. Mostly form letters: "Not right for our list." "Doesn't fit our current needs." One agent replied within an hour. Connor pictured her deleting it without reading past his name. The ones who took longer to respond hurt more, as if they’d actually thought about it before saying no.

Owen called on the fifth day. Connor was between location scouts, sitting in his car outside a diner in Pasadena. A director wanted it for a scene that would probably get cut in editing.

"How's the novel going?" Owen asked.

"Sixteen rejections so far."

"So you've got four left. Odds are improving."

Connor watched an elderly couple leave the diner. The man held the door while his wife guided her walker through. They moved slowly, in sync, as if they’d done this dance for decades.

"You ever think about going home?" Connor asked.

Owen was quiet for a moment. "Every damn day. But then what? Go back to Michigan and work at my dad's hardware store? I'm forty-two, Connor. This is what I do now."

"You're good at it."

"So are you. That's the trap, isn't it? We got good at the wrong thing."

After Owen hung up, Connor stayed in the parking lot until the sun dropped behind the buildings. The light made everything look golden and forgiving. He thought about Toledo, about snow, autumn leaves, and a version of himself who believed talent and persistence were enough.

Rejection seventeen came that evening. Rejection eighteen the next morning. He stopped checking his email.

On day eight, Simone came over with Thai food and found him on the couch, staring at the ceiling.

"Want to talk about it?" she asked.

"Not really."

She set the food on the coffee table and sat next to him. She didn’t touch him or push. She just waited until he was ready.  I don't know what I'm doing anymore," he said finally. "I wrote this book because Jade said it felt real. Because it was honest. And nobody wants it."

"Nineteen people don't want it. You've got one more."

"Yeah."

"Connor." She waited until he looked at her. "What if this one says yes?"

"Then I'll still be broke. I'll still be spending my days measuring soundstages and scouting diners. Nothing changes."

"Everything changes," she said quietly. "You just won't notice right away."

On day twelve, an email from Margaret Harrison arrived, buried between a credit card offer and a newsletter Connor didn’t remember signing up for. The subject line read: "Your novel…let's talk."

Connor read it three times before calling Simone.

"She wants to meet," he said. "She's in Chicago. She represents literary fiction—nothing commercial, no screenplays. She said my book reminded her why she got into this business."

"When?"

"Two weeks. She'll be in LA for a conference."

Simone was quiet on the other end. Connor could hear traffic in the background. She was probably between sets, grabbing lunch.

"That's good," she said finally. "That's really good, Connor."

"You don't sound sure."

"I am. I just…" She stopped. "I need to tell you something. Can we meet tonight?"

They met at the coffee shop where they'd had their first real conversation, back when Connor was still pretending he might make it as a screenwriter. Simone was already there when he arrived, sitting in the corner booth with her hands wrapped around a mug she wasn't drinking from.

She looked tired. More than tired, she seemed worn down in a way that made Connor’s chest tighten.

"My dad called," she said before Connor could even sit down. "He fell last week. Broke his hip. He didn't want to worry me, so my aunt waited to tell me."

Connor slid into the booth across from her. "How bad?"

"He's seventy-eight. He lives alone. He's too proud to move into assisted living, and my aunt can't take care of him full-time." Simone finally looked up, and Connor saw the decision was already made in her eyes. "I need to go back to Portland. For a while. Maybe longer."

"Okay," Connor said.

"Okay?"

"Okay. When do we leave?"

"Connor, I'm not asking you to…"

"I know. I'm telling you I'm coming with you."

Simone’s eyes filled with tears. She shook her head, but she smiled. "You hate the rain."

"I'll learn to love it."








