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Chapter 1: The Last Three Thousand






Connor Wells stood in the parking lot of the Sunset Tower apartments with two suitcases, a laptop bag, and a manila envelope holding the only thing that mattered: the screenplay. 'The Mercy Line' was printed on cream-colored paper with brass brads, just like the YouTube tutorials said agents wanted. He'd done everything possible to make this script as tight and professional as he could. In fact he had other people read it, he had gone over it time and time again. The rewrites were getting more and more difficult. Now he had to hope that there was an opening for him. 

The October sun beat down on the cracked asphalt. Heat shimmered off car hoods. This was supposed to feel different. Triumphant. Instead, Connor's shirt stuck to his back, and the handle of his rolling suitcase was already digging a groove into his palm. This was no way to start a successful screenwriting career and he knew it. But he had to try everything. 

His phone buzzed. It was probably his mother—her third call today. He’d text her later, say the apartment was great, that LA was everything he’d hoped. She didn’t need to know he’d only been here four hours and already felt like he’d made a mistake. Sure the flowers were beautiful and the sky was blue but the place where he was staying was not what he had imagined. 

In daylight, the apartment building looked worse than it had in the listing photos. Beige stucco was streaked with water stains from the roof. A rusted air conditioner hung from a second-floor window, dripping onto the walkway. The security gate didn’t close all the way; someone had wedged it open with a crushed Red Bull can. If any place said "down and out," this was it. 

Connor hauled his suitcases up the stairs to apartment 3B. The key stuck, and he had to jiggle it twice before the door opened. Inside was a studio about the size of his mother’s bathroom back in Toledo: beige carpet, beige walls, a kitchenette with two burners, and a mini fridge that hummed loudly enough to hear from the doorway.

He had three thousand dollars left after paying first and last month’s rent, the security deposit, and the U-Haul from Ohio. His checking account balance glowed on his phone like an accusation. He needed a job, and soon. Would he get one? He didn't know. 

Connor set his laptop on the folding table that came with the apartment and opened the job search sites he’d bookmarked three weeks ago, when this still felt like an adventure. Back then, his best friend Tyler had thrown him a going-away party at Buffalo Wild Wings, and everyone toasted to seeing Connor’s name in the credits someday.

'Personal assistant to film producer—must have two or more years of experience.' Connor closed that tab. If anything yelled "lowly paid slave," a personal assistant to anyone was it. 

'Script coverage reader—must be currently enrolled in or have graduated from an MFA program.' He didn’t have an MFA. His degree was in communications from a state school no one in LA had heard of. Well he would just have to concentrate on talent. 

'Talent agency assistant—entry level.' Connor clicked on that one and read the description: answer phones, manage schedules, coordinate meetings. The pay was minimum wage, and the hours were eight to six, sometimes later. The listing had been up for eleven minutes and already had 847 applicants. He knew songwriters like Barry Manilow and successful screenwriters in addition to people who went on to become producers and even billionaires like David Geffen, started out as assistants at talent agencies. It was the road to the top and he wanted to get on it. 

He applied, then sent out fourteen more applications for similar jobs. By the time the sun started to set behind the buildings, Connor’s eyes burned from staring at the screen and his stomach growled. He hadn’t eaten since the gas station outside Barstow that morning. A sandwich from a machine and a bottle of water from another had been all he'd had to eat. 

The mini fridge was empty except for a half-used bottle of ketchup left by the previous tenant. Connor grabbed his wallet and went out to find food. The closest option was a liquor store three blocks away with neon letters advertising hot food. He bought a sad-looking turkey sandwich in plastic and a bottle of water. It looked like bottled water was on the menu everywhere. 

Walking back, he passed a Thai restaurant, a coffee shop, and a vintage clothing store with a mannequin in the window wearing designer sunglasses. Who bought those things? Everyone he saw looked purposeful, like they belonged here and knew exactly where they were going. Artifice seemed to be the memo of the day. Just act like you're busy or late for an appointment. Everything was a show, and he needed to participate in it. 

Connor went back up to 3B and ate his sandwich sitting on the edge of his bed, which was just a mattress on a metal frame. Through the thin walls, he heard his neighbor’s television—a game show, with the audience or a soundtrack laughing and applauding. The sound made the apartment feel even emptier.

He pulled out his phone and looked at his photos. There was Tyler at the going-away party, arm around Connor’s shoulders, both of them grinning. There was his mom in her garden, holding up a tomato she’d grown. There was the downtown Toledo skyline at sunset, taken from the park by the river.

Connor set his phone down and opened his laptop. The job applications could wait until tomorrow. Tonight, he would read his screenplay again and remind himself why he came here—why it was worth sleeping in a studio where he could hear his neighbor’s game shows and taste the smog when he opened the window.

He opened the file: 'The Mercy Line' by Connor Wells. Page one. Fade in. The first line still gave him chills: 'Some debts can't be paid with money.' The script was perfectly formatted because he had bought the right software that was recommended.

Connor read until midnight. When he finally closed the laptop and turned off the lamp, he felt something close to hope. The screenplay was good—really good. He wasn’t fooling himself. All he needed was one person to read it, someone who mattered, someone who could get it in front of the right people. But who could that be, and how could he get to them?

He fell asleep thinking about the opening credits: his name in white letters on a black screen. 'Written by Connor Wells.' The words were so vivid he could almost see them.

Tomorrow, he would start making that happen.








