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Chapter 1




Connor's eyes scanned the uninviting town of Sterling. There was nothing especially striking about it. This town had a population of 4,200 with one main shopping street. It has a diner that stopped serving at 7 pm. 

Parking his rental vehicle outside the old courthouse, he pulled out the camera Owen had loaned him, a Canon mirrorless digital capable of taking hundreds of photos. 

Owen had sent him to this place to look at locations for a period drama, a film set in the nineteen fifties about coal miners. Sterling brought a wealth of authenticity to his role, as instructed by the director. Since then the buildings hadn't altered much since there was little money available for their renovation. It was as though it was set in stone and that was exactly what they needed. It was a time warp of buildings, a town and its people. 

Walking the untended and deserted pavement, Connor snapped shots one after another, as many as his digital camera could hold. Just in case, he had a few extra memory cards for the camera, so he didn't need to worry about using it all up. He could shoot as many as he wanted, and he planned to capture every single aspect of this place so that they would get the true feeling of it for a terrific location shoot. In the process, they would see that he was a terrific location guy. 

There was a somewhat worn barber shop sign featuring a turning red and white pole. That had to be in one of the shots. Tools displayed in the windows of a hardware store in a manner reminiscent of museum exhibits. That was a good one. A white-washed church with peeling paint strips. The town had a worn appearance, resembling something that had long been waiting for an arrival that never occurred. Something was about to arrive now, and Connor was going to make sure it did. 

The place brought back memories of his childhood home, rather than Toledo itself; it was the essence of home that it conveyed. A peacefulness that that was like a cozy blanket on a cool night, silence that was never broken, the gaze of strangers when you first arrived, curious but not cold. 

Without asking, a waitress, who appeared to be around sixty years old, brought him coffee in the diner. The name badge read "Cheryl."

She turned to him, and in that manner that all waitresses use to up the tips, she said, "You're a stranger here." It wasn't a question. It wasn't too hard for her to tell because he surely stood out like a sore thumb. 

"L.A.," he said, "where the dreamers come to dream." Of course he was being sarcastic but she didn't seem to mind. 

"It's been a long, long time since I've been somewhere like this." How would she take that comment he wondered after he blurted it out. 

"My hometown's in Ohio. Toledo."

She smiled. "Then, you're not that far from home," Cheryl shot back. "What brings you to Sterling?" It wouldn't hurt if she kept the conversation going and it might even give her some information about more business coming to the diner in the next few weeks. She'd seen those film people around before, and she knew they brought money to town. 

He told her he was involved in scouting locations for upcoming films. "Filming could take place in this town." Just an easy conversation between a waitress and a customer having a cup of coffee. 

She said the word like it had a pleasant taste and smiled to herself as she thought about the movies. 

"It's something, I suppose. What type of film?"

"A drama. About coal miners."

"A mine used to be in our area. My husband had been employed at the factory when it closed in 1972." She filled his cup again. "Do you need anything else?" she asked. Then it was over and she went to fill other cups as he considered his next steps in the town.

Connor studied the city in the afternoon. He sketched buildings, measured roads and noted the light patterns. At this point he had done all he was going to do. He wasn't going to be found writing or attempting to sell his work, nor was he waiting for someone to have the chance to read what he had written and change his life. He was going to settle for something secure and try not to think about writing anymore. But everytime he told himself to stop thinking about writing something he'd seen pulled his thoughts back to putting something down on his laptop. 

Thinking about writing and what he was experiencing now at his job, he remembered a quote from Nora Ephron, an established high-profile screenwriter and a daughter of screenwriters.  She said they told her, "Everything is copy" and anyone that comes into your life and says anything should know that. Whatever they say to you could turn up in something you've written. How many writers gave enough credit to all the people who passed through their lives and said things that made their writing better, more real, and everlasting? 

For three months now, he has been involved in this work, ever since his involvement in the television project collapsed. Since hitting rock bottom, Owen had come to his aid. Despite the wages being fairly good, it was the reliability of the work and the chance to leave LA that made this job so attractive to him. It felt good to have money in the checking account to cover his rent and food for the month for a change. How long had he eaten peanut butter sandwiches for supper and ramen for lunch?

 Scouting as he did, he found that each town, although similar, had its own uniqueness. Eleven were forgotten, hanging on. He had visited them so far, with the locations spread across the Midwest and South. These were places named Benton and Hartley and Pine Bluff. The towns were characterized by the early closing time of seven for the diners, where locals knew one another, and there was a pace of life that people found almost unbearably swift compared to Los Angeles.

With his official duties there, he found a tendency to take photos that had little or nothing to do with the purpose of his visit. Owen had loaned him that impressive Canon digital camera, and it seemed to work wonders without effort. Holding the shutter button down could shoot up to 20 shots in a second. Who cares if nobody ever saw them? He was capturing everything in real time. An elderly man sat on a park bench. A dog sleeps while someone lies in a sun-drenched patch of grass. A window box adorned with artificial flowers made of plastic. Minor details that meant nothing to the director but seemed vital to Connor for reasons he couldn't grasp. He could relate to these places, and there was almost an ache he felt looking around them and taking photos.

That evening in the Sterling Motor Lodge, a motel twelve dollars cheaper than the chain hotel on the highway, Connor opened his laptop. After the development contract had fallen through, he quit writing. Nothing seemed to be working. He had tried scriptwriting, television pilots and treatment scripts. He had written what he thought would be a bestseller, what he thought audiences wanted, and what he thought would be his ticket to success. None of it had worked.

It all turned out to be a series of failures. Would he ever see the flip side of failure?

He hadn't written for three months. There was nothing on his desk, no paper, nothing on his computer. Typewriters were no longer useful in this digital world. He had to cadge the pawn shops in LA to find a workable computer that could run scriptwriting programs. It hadn't been easy and then he had that learning curve on the program—another headache.

But tonight, something shifted. As he sat there, he gazed at the screen that was blank and he began to type. Not a script. Not a pitch. Just words. Ideas were tumbling out of his mind and onto the screen without much thought. It was almost as though he had a hunger, and he needed to satisfy it.

When he had been at the diner looking around, he watched the waitress more carefully. She had the look of a hard life and yet kind eyes that softened her rough appearance. Quietly she refilled coffee cups without needing to be asked and didn't mind the silence that developed. Although the waitress's name tag read Cheryl, she might have been better described as a witness to the fluctuations in the town's population. All of it was going to be magically appearing on his laptop screen.  What did that famous Broadway playwright say on that card outside his apartment door? Wasn't it that everything was "dialogue" or something like that?

Everything in that conversation and that he witnessed during the day was now coming out. It felt authentic, something he'd never managed with the work he wrote before. Connor sat there reading his conversation back to himself. It wasn't much but there was something in it.

He continued. Was he just writing copy for the cinematographer or the set designer to get a better idea of how they could use this town? Or was he doing something else? The notes were clearly there for them but also for him.

The historic courthouse is due a coat of paint. A static barbershop pole is now a thing of the past. The church's bells have fallen silent, local shopkeepers said, due to the expense of repairing the bell's out-of-order mechanism. Despite everything being on the verge of collapse, there is still life in it; it is still alive. And you can use all of it.

Writing went on for two hours. Just to write. He described what he had seen. He felt the quiet sadness that was Sterling and the determination that lay beneath it.








