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Chapter 1: The Interview




The phone rang on a Tuesday morning while Shawn Philips ate toast over the sink. She hadn’t used plates in weeks, not since her last temp job ended and the unemployment checks started to feel like a ticking clock signaling disaster. 

"Is this Shawn Philips?" The voice was male, clipped, efficient.

"Speaking." She swallowed hard, trying not to sound desperate.

"We got your resume from the talent agency. We're looking for someone to work on a television show. Animal acts. You'd be the selector. Are you available for an interview today at two?"

Shawn grabbed a pen from the junk drawer, nearly knocking over her coffee. "Yes. Absolutely. Where?"

He gave her an address on Seventh Avenue. She wrote it down twice to be sure. This was the chance she’d been hoping for since moving to New York eighteen months ago with her communications degree and her dream of working in television.

"Thank you so much. I'll be there."

"Just show up. Don't be late." Click.

Shawn stared at the phone, her heart pounding. A TV show. Real television. Not another draining receptionist job or data entry gig for someone named Brad who wore too much cologne and called her "sweetheart."

She opened her closet and grabbed her interview suit, the navy one from a discount store that she’d had dry-cleaned several times to keep it looking sharp. Her resume was ready. Her references were solid, even if most were professors and her old coffee shop manager from college.

This was happening. This was really happening.

By one-thirty, Shawn stood outside the address he'd given her, staring up at a building that looked nothing like she'd imagined. The ground floor housed something called "Dreamland Viewing Parlor" with blacked-out windows and a neon sign that flickered even in daylight. She checked the address again. This was it.

A narrow door beside the parlor had a buzzer labeled "Second Floor - Studio." She pressed it and heard a grinding buzz. The door clicked open.

The stairwell smelled of old cigarettes and something else she couldn’t place—maybe cleaning solution or mildew. Her heels clicked on the worn linoleum as she climbed. At the top, a door was propped open with a fire extinguisher.

Inside, she found a large, empty room with exposed brick walls and industrial lights hanging from the ceiling. In the center was an old picnic table with two folding chairs behind it. Two men sat there: one middle-aged with slicked-back gray hair, the other younger, maybe thirty, in an expensive suit that looked out of place.

"Shawn Philips?" The older one didn't stand up.

"Yes. Thank you for seeing me."

"Sit." He gestured to a folding chair in front of the table. The younger man was typing something on his phone and didn't look up.

Shawn sat, smoothing her skirt, clutching her resume folder. "I brought my…"

"Don't need it." The older man leaned back, studying her like she was a piece of furniture he was considering buying. "You know anything about animals?"

"I had a dog growing up. And I…"

"Good enough. The job is simple. People bring in their animal acts. Dogs that do tricks, cats that jump through hoops, birds that talk, whatever. You watch them. You pick the ones that aren't completely terrible. We film them for the show once or twice a week. You get paid two hundred a week, cash. You start tomorrow."

Shawn opened her mouth, but no words came out. This wasn’t an interview. What was this?

"I'm hired?"

"Unless you're stupid enough to say no." He pushed a piece of paper across the table. "Sign here. Be here tomorrow at nine. Acts start coming in at nine-thirty."

Shawn looked at the paper. It was barely a contract, more like a receipt. Her name, the job title "Act Selector," and the pay rate. No benefits. No job description. No nothing.

But it was two hundred dollars a week. And it was television.

She signed.

"Great." The older man stood up, and for the first time the younger one looked up from his phone. He had cold eyes, the kind that seemed to look through you rather than at you.

"One more thing," the younger man said. His voice was smooth, almost pleasant. "The host of the show is very particular. He has high standards. Very high standards. If you can't meet them, you're gone. No warnings. No second chances. Understood?"

"I understand."

"Good." He smiled faintly, something that almost wasn't a smile. "Welcome to Just Another Show."

The name alone should have told her everything. It should have been a warning. It should have made her tear up that flimsy contract and leave.

But Shawn Philips needed a job. And she needed it desperately. She needed it bad enough to ignore every red flag right in front of her. 

Climbing down the stairs, she stepped out into the afternoon sunlight feeling like she'd just won the lottery.  Had she or had she done something else?

She had no idea she had just walked into a nightmare.








